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Indonesian language is widely taught in Australian universities and schools. Australian 
students who learn Indonesian often demonstrate a strong interest in the associated culture, 
yet struggle to articulate an understanding of Indonesian culture and of the cultural other. 
In the field of Second Language Acquisition, the role of culture in language teaching and 
learning has gained increasing attention in recent years. There is confusion between a static 
notion of culture, that relates to knowing about the cultural other, and a dynamic notion of 
culture, which emphasises engaging the cultural other.   
 
This qualitative research investigates Australian university students’ perceptions of 
Indonesian culture, their intercultural interaction with Indonesian speakers and pedagogical 
implications. It uses in-depth interviews with students and lecturers from several 
Australian universities. Student participants consist of two cohorts: those who have only 
studied Indonesian in Australia and those who have undertaken some in-country study in 
Indonesia.  
 
The investigation of students’ perceptions of Indonesian culture and their intercultural 
engagement reveals how they, as language learners, think, act and interact in being and 
becoming intercultural. For the context of this research, an important dimension of being 
intercultural is countering negative attitudes towards the Indonesian other that have 
emerged since the so-called ‘era of terrorism’, following events of September 11, 2001. I 
examine how the Australian self can ethically respond to the Indonesian other, and what 
implications this has for language teaching and learning.  
 
The need for greater engagement with Asian countries is outlined in the Australian 
Government’s 2012 White Paper entitled Australia in the Asian Century. This White Paper 
emphasises the significance of more effective engagement with Asia, for the sake of 
Australia’s future prosperity. It proposes the need for more Australians to develop ‘Asia-
relevant capabilities’ and emphasises the importance of greater accessibility to language 
learning for Australian students. The White Paper reconfirms Indonesian as one of 
Australia’s national priority languages.  
 
  IX 
As a contribution towards how ‘Asia-relevant capabilities’ might be conceptualised, this 
research proposes an approach to language teaching, referred to as a pedagogy of 
experiential thirding. This proposed pedagogy involves various dimensions of intercultural 
engagement that can be enacted through language learning and in-country study. The 
notion of thirding is explored as a spatial dimension where the self relates to the other and 
involves the ability to see the self through the eyes of the other. In-country study is 
identified as an important experiential component where learners get to know the cultural 
other through extended social interaction. The experiential dimension focuses on social 
interaction as a spontaneous event where learners can become critically self-reflexive and 
explore multiple identity positions of the self and other, at the individual and collective 
levels.

   
 1 
Chapter 1  
The Teaching and Learning of Indonesian in Australia 
  
1.1 Statement of the problem  
 
The role of culture in language teaching and learning has gained increasing attention in 
recent years in the field of Second Language (L2) acquisition. There has been, and 
remains, confusion between the roles of culture-related knowledge and culture-related 
capabilities for language learners (House 2008). A traditional concept of culture relates to 
knowing about a collective other, who are typically defined as being different or exotic, as 
described by Edward Tyler in the early twentieth century (Lo Bianco 2009). Such a 
traditional view of culture is surprisingly enduring and is often taken to imply that culture 
is a fixed, unnegotiable set of customs, traditions and social norms, a notion of culture that 
Liddicoat (2002) describes as static. Conceived of in this way, culture can be used as it 
was in colonial times to define ‘others’ as separate from ‘us’ (Duranti 1997). A static view 
of culture remains evident today and is often demonstrated by those who emphasise 
differences between self and other that leads to the practices of stereotyping and othering.  
 
In contrasting the notion of static culture, Liddicoat (2002) describes a dynamic view of 
culture as sets of variable practices that people use to engage others. Adopting a dynamic 
view of culture places less emphasis on knowledge of ‘the culture’ whilst placing greater 
emphasis on being able to engage with the cultural other. Interacting across cultural 
boundaries is a relational act that connects the self to the other whereby the interactional 
act itself shapes the expression of culture (Lee 2011). A dynamic view of culture is where 
interactional acts are viewed as meaningful events in which cultural norms are continually 
negotiated and reshaped (Liddicoat 2002). It is a dynamic view of culture that I adopt for 
this investigation of how Australian university students act inter-culturally and become 
intercultural. In doing so, I examine how Australian students perceive the Indonesian 
other, but also how they see their own self, both as an individual and as a collective.        
 
The ability to interact across cultural boundaries is often referred to as intercultural 
competence (Buttjes & Byram 1991; Byram 1989, 1997, 2003; Deardorff 2011) or 
intercultural communication (Byram 2012).  As noted by Ingram et al (2008), it has often 
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been assumed that intercultural competence is automatically acquired in the language 
learning process. However, this is not always the case, particularly if a static rather than a 
dynamic view of culture has been acquired. The assumption that language learning 
naturally engenders intercultural competence is increasingly challenged (Byram et al 1994; 
Liddicoat & Crozet 2000; Ingram et al 2008).  Liddicoat and Crozet (2000) critique the 
Communicative Approach to L2 teaching as failing to explicitly focus on the socio-cultural 
underpinnings of language. It is the dynamic view of culture that prompts a 
reconceptualization of pedagogical approaches to L2 acquisition. However, even if a 
dynamic orientation to culture is applied in the language classroom, it may be continually 
competing with projected images of static culture in other fields of study.       
 
A response to this problem in Australia includes the emerging pedagogy of Intercultural 
Language Teaching and Learning that seeks to implement a dynamic notion of culture 
(Liddicoat & Scarino 2013). The theoretical underpinning of Intercultural Language 
Teaching and Learning includes the concept of a third space of intercultural interaction. 
This is where interaction between the cultural self and other negotiates cultural norms in 
order to find ‘middle ground’. The aim is to achieve a fluid dynamic, where positions and 
identities are contested, negotiated and continually reshaped. As an in-between space, 
ideally, the third space is sometimes viewed as a harmonious dynamic (Liddicoat, Crozet 
& Lo Bianco 1999; Crozet, Liddicoat & Lo Bianco 1999) but this is not necessarily the 
case, nor is it a realistic aim (Weedon 1997; Norton Pierce 1995; Kostogriz 2002).   
 
The complexities of intercultural third spaces make them elusive concepts for students and 
for many language educators. Whilst the theory of third space for L2 acquisition has been 
articulated by Liddicoat, Crozet and Lo Bianco (1999), Lo Bianco and Crozet (2003) and 
Kramsch (2009a), there is a need for more empirical research to provide concrete and 
language-specific examples of how third spaces can operate. In Australia, significant 
recent contributions include Liddicoat and Kohler (2012) for the case of Indonesian 
language, and Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) in relation to Intercultural Language Teaching 
and Learning. More breadth and depth of relevant research and accessible literature in the 
field of L2 acquisition may help demonstrate that third space dynamics involve cultural 
elements intersecting and interacting in unpredictable and generative ways (Bhabha 1994; 
Bolatagici 2004), rather than different cultural elements merely being combined. Such 
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misunderstandings have been shaped by a view of culture as a static phenomenon 
(Liddicoat 2002).  
 
There is very little academic literature that focuses on the intercultural orientation and 
experiences of Australian students as learners of Indonesian language. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that Australian students often cite Indonesian culture as a prime reason for their 
interest in learning Indonesian. However, when asked to elaborate they often struggle to 
articulate what they mean by Indonesian culture and commonly resort to a static concept of 
culture as knowledge that relates to facts and artefacts. I am interested in the background 
influences that affect students’ perceptions of the cultural other. Key influences that 
commonly stimulate Australian students’ interest leading them to study Indonesian include 
a tourist experience in Bali and a fascination of the exotic. I have often witnessed 
Australians who have holidayed in Bali who speak authoritatively about Indonesians and 
their culture. I have often heard conclusions based on limited, simplistic observations that 
reflect stereotyping and othering. One common observation of Australians who have 
visited Indonesia is that many Indonesians are poor but happy. Such a statement reflects 
othering by assuming that poverty is acceptable for the Indonesian other whilst implying it 
is not acceptable for the Australian self. This suggests assumptions of a superior-inferior 
binary position of self and other as being the way things should be. Such problematic 
attitudes evident in Australians’ perceptions of Indonesia will be addressed, as they 
emerge in the data of this research.  
 
Another aspect to be examined is the underlying fear of Asia that is evident in Australia. It 
is of interest how a fear of Asia manifests itself in the Australian collective self and how, 
as language learners, Australian students counter it by establishing individual identity 
positions. I recall an instance when taking my daughter for a medical check in Geelong, an 
Australian city near Melbourne. In passing conversation, the doctor asked me what line of 
work I was in. When I told him I was a lecturer in Indonesian language, he responded by 
saying that my language skills would be useful when Indonesia invaded Australia. I 
assumed he was suggesting that Indonesian language skills were not useful in the current 
environment or perhaps he was implying that intercultural dialogue could help avoid 
conflict. In any case, I dwelled on what I felt to be an inappropriate comment during a 
consultation with an educated professional that I had never met before. The doctor’s 
comment, although flippant, can be linked to a larger historical discourse in Australia, 
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consistent with ‘yellow peril’, a reference to fears of a threat from Asia. Looking back at 
my Australian background, I am aware of my parents’ generation’s experiences of the 
Japanese threat during World War Two. My father had served in New Guinea during the 
war. A glimpse into a legacy of his experience was a dislike for Japanese cars in the 1970s. 
Since World War Two, Australia was also involved in the Korean and Vietnam Wars. 
Consecutive wars with Asian adversaries along with associated propaganda and post-
colonial attitudes have contributed towards a legacy of stereotypical negative attitudes of 
Asian countries and their people. In the 1970s and 1980s, anti-Asian racist graffiti around 
Melbourne was highly visible. One slogan I recall was ‘Stop the Asian Invasion’. This was 
in response to the resettlement of Vietnamese refugees in Melbourne as a result of the war 
in Vietnam.  
 
In the past 15 years, fears of Asia have been reinforced through events in Indonesia and 
reignited xenophobic and racist tendencies in Australia. Negative attitudes have been 
particularly prevalent towards Indonesia in the collective ‘Australian psyche’. A long-term 
series of events in Indonesia have received continual negative media attention in Australia, 
beginning with the Asian economic crisis in 1997, the resultant fall of president Soeharto 
after 32 years of military rule, subsequent political instability as Indonesia transformed 
into a democracy, East Timor’s independence after more than two decades of reported 
military atrocities, natural disasters and terrorist attacks, including nightclub and restaurant 
bombings in Bali in 2002 and 2005 in which Australian tourists were killed, and the 
bombing of the Australian Embassy in Jakarta in 2004. More recently, the arrival of 
unauthorised boats in Australia from Indonesia carrying Middle Eastern and Sri Lankan 
asylum seekers has added further negative images about Indonesia and the issue of ‘illegal 
boats’ has been politicalised in Australia, which has led to a tendency to demonise the 
other.  
 
Events of the past 15 years have contributed to a proliferation of negative attitudes in 
Australia towards Indonesia that have led to othering and negative stereotyping. During 
this time there has been a significant nation-wide decline in student numbers studying 
Indonesian, both in schools (Kohler & Mahnken 2010) and in universities (Hill 2012). The 
decline in popularity of Indonesian studies in Australia has been widely attributed to the 
negative events outlined above (Firdaus 2013: Hill 2012; Kohler & Mahnken 2010). 
Amidst troubling times where negative attitudes have emerged towards the Indonesian 
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other, I seek to better understand how Australian students, as language learners, can 
respond to the cultural other, and in doing so how they look back at themselves and their 
own society.  
 
1.2 Significance of the Study  
 
This research adds to the body of knowledge relevant to emerging pedagogies that position 
language learners as intercultural language users. By carefully investigating students’ 
perceptions of Indonesian culture and their intercultural engagement, a clearer picture will 
be developed of how learners think, act and interact in being and becoming intercultural. 
Whilst providing a detailed reference that relates to how a group of Australian university 
students perceives and engages with the Indonesian other, this research will also be of 
relevance to educators involved in other languages. A pedagogical response that may be 
similarly applicable to other languages will be developed in response to issues identified 
above, in the statement of the problem section.   
 
This research will contribute to what is known about the significance of an Indonesian in-
country study experience. In-country programs are very popular among students and 
highly regarded by language educators. The in-country study experience is considered an 
integral part of a university Indonesian language program, along with on-campus and off-
campus offerings (Hill 2012). Indonesian in-country study programs are offered by 
numerous Australian universities. Yet, despite the popularity of these in-country study 
programs, literature searches and discussions with Indonesian lecturers in other 
universities suggest there has been virtually no research into the effects of Indonesian in-
country study on Australian students. Although not its sole focus, this research offers 
valuable and rare insights into the effects of an Indonesian in-country study experience on 
Australian students.  
 
Kohler and Mahnken (2010) note that Indonesian is identified as a priority language in 
various policy documents, including the National Policy on Languages in 1987, the 
Australian Language and Literacy Policy in 1991, the National Asian Languages and 
Studies in Australian Schools in 1994, the National Plan for Languages Education in 
Australian Schools for 2005-2008, and the National Asian Languages and Studies in 
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Schools Program for 2008-2012. The importance of Indonesian language in Australia is 
reflected in its widespread teaching across Australia. Kohler and Mahnken (2010) note that 
Indonesian is the third most studied language in Australian schools. A review of Asian 
Languages in 2002, notes that Indonesian was taught in universities in all Australian states 
and territories (Asian Studies Association of Australia 2002). This remained the case in 
2012 (Hill 2012), and Indonesian is still taught at university level in every Australian state 
and territory in 2013.  
 
The Australian Government’s 2012 White Paper entitled Australia in the Asian Century 
adds weight to the significance of my research. In a timely boost of optimism for 
Indonesian language educators in Australia, the White Paper outlines a concept of ‘Asia-
relevant capabilities’ that includes an emphasis on language learning and in-country study, 
as significant areas to receive attention. The White Paper argues Australia’s future 
economic prosperity will be dependent on its ability to engage more fully with Asian 
countries. The Australian Government’s view of which Asian countries will be among 
those of greatest economic importance to Australia’s future is reflected by the 
identification of four national priority Asian languages, namely, Chinese (Mandarin), 
Hindi, Indonesian and Japanese1.  
           
Aspirations for both the school and university sectors are outlined in this White Paper. 
Ambitious goals are stated, such as all Australian school students having the opportunity to 
learn about Asia and the opportunity to study at least one of the priority Asian languages. 
These aims are stated in National Objectives 10 and 11, as follows:  
10. Every Australian student will have significant exposure to studies of Asia across the 
curriculum to increase their cultural knowledge and skills and enable them to be active in the 
region. 
11. All Australian students will have the opportunity, and be encouraged, to undertake a 
continuous course of study in an Asian language throughout their years of schooling. 
       (Australian Government 2012:170) 
The White Paper states that objectives 10 and 11 are to become integral parts of the 
Australian school system and are to be implemented through the Australian Curriculum, 
                                                 
1 The Australian Government’s selection of these national priority Asian languages also involved other 
strategic considerations, but in terms of building capabilities as articulated in the Australia in the Asian 
Century white paper, the focus is predominantly on economic opportunities. 
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which is currently being formulated. This new national curriculum is the first of its kind in 
Australia, replacing separate curriculums set by states and territories. The national 
curriculum is significant in that it includes an emphasis on language learning and posits 
‘Asia and Australia’s engagement in Asia’ as a cross-curriculum priority (Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 2012). As a result of this emphasis on 
Asia-related capabilities in schools, universities will be called upon to provide a broader 
range of pre-service teacher education and in-service training for teachers.  
 
The ‘Asian Century’ White Paper presents objectives that challenge Australian universities 
to enhance students’ Asia-relevant capabilities. National Objective number 12 relates to the 
university sector and contains several points. Of particular relevance is the proposal to 
strengthen links between universities in Australia and ‘the region’, so that all Australian 
universities have a presence in Asia and links with at least one major Asian university. The 
subsequent aims are to increase the number of Australian university students who 
undertake in-country study in Asia as well as increasing the proportion of Australian 
students who study overseas to study in Asia.  
Together with universities, we support in-Asia study by Australian students as a way of 
developing Asia-relevant capabilities, regardless of the field of study. In-country study allows 
students to experience another culture, develop skills and directly build relationships that are likely 
to last a lifetime. (Australian Government 2012:173) 
 
The White Paper’s emphasis on language learning, in-country study and Asia-relevant 
capabilities adds weight to the significance of this research, which explores each of these 
three inter-related aspects. Indonesian is reconfirmed as a national priority language in the 
White Paper, which as noted earlier is in line with successive national policy documents 
since the 1980s. The teaching and learning of Indonesian has gained further attention 
through recent national reports on Indonesian language in schools (Kohler & Mahnken 
2010) and in universities (Hill 2012), demonstrating that Indonesian is one of the key 
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1.3 A Brief Outline of the Study  
 
This qualitative study investigates how Australian university students view the Indonesian 
other and what that means in terms of their intercultural engagement. An analysis of 
Australian students’ perceptions of Indonesian culture and how they interact inter-
culturally point to factors that influence students’ thinking and shape their identity. Of 
particular interest is how participants reflect on social interaction with Indonesians and the 
interrelatedness of language learners’ self-identity and their perceptions of the cultural 
other. Subsequent analysis is used to formulate a pedagogical response to the problematic 
aspects of intercultural engagement, with an approach to language teaching that 
emphasises relational dimensions of self and other.   
 
1.4 Research Questions  
 
The following three key research questions represent a guide as to how the study will 
progress: 
 
1. What perceptions of Indonesian culture are held by Australian university students 
who learn Indonesian? 
2. How do Australian university students who learn Indonesian interact inter-
culturally?  
3. What are the implications of students’ intercultural experiences for language 
teaching? 
 
This research focusses on Australian university students as learners of Indonesian 
language. Data are collected using in-depth interviews conducted with students and 
lecturers of Indonesian language from several Australian universities. There are two main 
cohorts of student participants. One cohort consists of students who had undertaken a 
period of in-country study in Indonesia, in a program accredited by an Australian 
university. The other cohort is represented by students who had only studied Indonesian in 
Australia. These two cohorts yield data that contains a range of relevant perspectives. The 
data shows that students who had studied in Indonesia generally have a broader and richer 
experience of intercultural engagement, whereas students who had only studied in 
C H A P T E R  O N E  
 9 
Australia were more influenced by their formal study and local background factors.  
 
To complement data from students, in-depth interviews were also conducted with lecturers 
of Indonesian language from several universities. This was primarily to seek lecturers’ 
views of influences that affect their students’ perceptions of the cultural other and to draw 
from lecturers’ experience and observations of how their students engage inter-culturally. 
Data from lecturers provide an additional perspective on students’ backgrounds, identity 
positions and the types of intercultural engagement that students experience through 
formal study, both in Australia and in Indonesia. Interviews with lecturers contribute 
different perspectives to enrich the data and provide greater insights into pedagogical 
dimensions.      
 
1.5 Contextualising the Study 
 
A very brief description of Indonesian language and of Indonesian teaching in Australia is 
useful background to help contextualise this research. It is also relevant to recognise in-
country language programs as a very important part of Indonesian language studies and a 
popular option for Australian students. This section will conclude with a personal 
perspective that explains how I position myself within this field.    
 
1.5.1 Indonesian Language (bahasa Indonesia) 
Indonesian is recognised as a Malay dialect (Sneddon 2003). In August 1945 Indonesia 
proclaimed independence. A national language was deemed a requirement, hence Malay as 
it was used in the Indonesian archipelago was adopted, ‘standardised’ and named 
Indonesian. The notion and need of a ‘distinctive’ national language existed among 
nationalists for some decades, and was notably articulated in 1928 as part of a ‘youth 
pledge’. Until independence, the ‘common’ language used throughout the archipelago was 
called Malay. Today, Indonesian is by far the most widely used Malay dialect as 
Indonesian is the national language of the fourth most populous nation in the world. 
 
In Australian education, a distinction is usually made between Indonesian and Malay. 
Indonesian language (bahasa Indonesia) is widely taught in Australian universities and 
schools. As distinct from Indonesian, ‘Malay’ is rarely taught in Australia. However, some 
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universities, such as Monash University have, in the past, referred to their programs as 
Indonesian/Malay. There may have been various reasons for that, including a historic link 
where old literature was regarded as being ‘Malay’. The Indonesian/Malay language link 
in education offers the flexibility to include materials from other Malay dialects or perhaps 
acts as a marketing strategy to position the language in a broader context, possibly to 
attract students from a Malay language background from countries other than Indonesia. In 
any case, Australian university language programs denoted as Indonesian/Malay 
predominantly focus on the Indonesian dialect.  
 
As a relatively new and dynamic language of a developing nation, a concept of ‘proper’ or 
‘standard’ Indonesian language developed. The Pusat Bahasa (The Language Centre) is an 
Indonesian Government apparatus that oversees the development of the national language. 
A fairly common sight in Indonesia in the 1990s were advertising slogans such as 
Pakailah bahasa yang baik dan baku, meaning “Use correct and standard language”. This 
reflected an emphasis on, and value attributed to, ‘standard’ or formal language. Language 
use has been an important political tool in Indonesia’s development. Regional dialects of 
Indonesian/Malay, along with regional languages of the archipelago, have been viewed as 
problematic in terms of establishing and maintaining a national identity. With such a 
heterogeneous, multicultural population, a national identity has historically been viewed as 
essential for social cohesion and national stability. Linguistic and ethnic diversity are 
reflected in a range of Indonesian identities and emerge in the research data of student 
participants.   
 
The Indonesian language was imposed across much of what is now the Indonesian nation. 
Even today, only a minority of Indonesians could legitimately claim Indonesian as their 
first language, in the sense of being a ‘mother tongue’. For most Indonesians a ‘local’ or 
regional language is their first language and Indonesian their second or perhaps third 
language.  
 
Throughout the nation’s short history, many Indonesian children first engage the 
Indonesian language when they start school, learn to read or access various forms of media 
such as television and radio. This situation has changed somewhat in the ‘information age’ 
as television, mobile telephones and computers are now commonplace. As Indonesian 
cities have become more cosmopolitan, inter-ethnic marriages are quite common. For 
C H A P T E R  O N E  
 11
children who grow up in multicultural Indonesian households, Indonesian is increasingly 
likely to become their first language.  
 
1.5.2 Indonesian Teaching in Australia 
Read (2002) notes a Commonwealth Government initiative to introduce the teaching of 
Indonesian and Malaysian into Australian education in the mid 1950s, purportedly in 
response to the threat of communism that emanated from the new nations of Indonesia and 
Malaysia. Indonesian was introduced in 1957 at Canberra University College (now 
Australian National University). In 2001 Indonesian was taught at 28 of Australia’s 37 
universities. This was a significant increase from 1988, at which time it was taught in 13 
tertiary institutions (Asian Studies Association of Australia 2002). By 2011, a total of 20 
Australian universities offered Indonesian language programs, 15 of them being 
autonomous programs, with the other five universities working in collaboration. Since 
2004, autonomous Indonesian language programs in six Australian universities have been 
closed (Hill 2012).  
 
The popularity of Indonesian language studies at Australian universities was at its highest 
in 1997 (Asian Studies Association of Australia 2002). The Asian Economic Crisis of 
1997-1998 severely affected Indonesia’s economy and led to social and political 
instability. The period since 1997 has been one of great change for Indonesia with the fall 
of president Soeharto in 1998, the introduction of democratic elections in 1999, East 
Timor’s independence in 1999, ongoing independence movements in Papua and Aceh and 
violence in eastern Indonesia that is often reported in the Australian media as being inter-
religious conflict between Muslims and Christians.  
 
The so-called ‘era of terrorism’ (since 11 September 2001) exacerbated fears for 
Australians considering travel, work or study in Indonesia. Terrorist bombings in Bali in 
2002 and 2005 and Jakarta in 2004 and 2008 instilled fear in many. Since the first ‘Bali 
bomb’ in 2002, travel advisories issued by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (DFAT) have advised Australians to defer non-essential travel to Indonesia. 
These advisories are often referred to by the media as ‘travel bans’ and some universities 
did ban their students and staff from traveling to Indonesia for official work or study-
related activities.  Despite the downgrading of travel advisories in 2012, the DFAT website 
still contains details of past events and the ongoing perceived risk of terrorist attacks upon 
C H A P T E R  O N E  
 12
foreigners in Indonesia. Natural disasters in recent years including earthquakes and 
tsunamis have added to an image of Indonesia as a dangerous place.  
 
It is acknowledged that unfortunate events in Indonesia, including those mentioned above, 
have impacted on the popularity of Indonesian language studies in Australia (Firdaus 
2013; Hill 2012). Negative images in the media reinforced by Australian Federal 
Government travel advisories resulted in fewer Australians travelling to Indonesia. Based 
on data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Hill (2012) demonstrates that the number 
of Australian short-term visitors to Indonesia dipped after the two Bali bombings in 2002 
and 2005 to a low annual figure of around 200,000 visitors in 2003 and 2006. By 2011, 
this figure had increased significantly to 800,000 visitors. These fluctuations suggest the 
effects that fear can have on people travelling overseas, and that perceptions can readily 
shift. Anecdotally, Indonesian teachers and lecturers report the positive effects of study 
tours and in-country study programs have on students. Conversely, when schools were 
unable to visit Indonesia due to travel bans, teachers reported a decline in student interest 
for studying Indonesian.       
 
1.5.3 Indonesian In-country University Programs  
In-country intensive Indonesian language programs are a coveted study option for 
Australian university students learning Indonesian. L2 study offerings are typically 
immersion programs and can be categorised into short-term or long-term programs. The 
more common short-term intensive courses are generally run over six weeks, at the end of 
the Australian academic year, i.e. December/January. Short-term programs also attract 
interest from professional people, particularly teachers, for the purposes of professional 
development or retraining. These programs have been promoted not only for language skill 
acquisition, but also for acquisition of cultural knowledge and intercultural competence. 
Short-term intensive language programs are currently offered by the Australian National 
University at Universitas Satja Wacana in Salatiga, Monash University at Universitas 
Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta, and Deakin University, which currently alternates between 
Universitas Negeri Padang and Universitas Islam Negeri Maulana Ibrahim Malang. There 
is also collaboration between The University of the Sunshine Coast, Charles Darwin 
University, the University of Tasmania and the University of New England with a program 
at Universitas Mataram in Lombok.  
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A formal long-term Indonesian in-country program has been offered since 1995 by the 
Australian Consortium of In-Country Indonesian Studies (ACICIS), through Murdoch 
University. This program currently has over 20 member universities, most of which are 
Australian. A range of programs are offered at various universities in Indonesia, with 
ACICIS offices based in Yogyakarta, Indonesia and at Murdoch University, in Australia. 
The program provides for one or two semesters of study. Options include intensive 
language studies, immersion studies, subject specific offerings and individual research 
projects. The ACICIS program has enabled relatively large numbers of Australian 
university students to undertake long-term studies in Indonesia. ACICIS offerings have 
diversified in recent years but it is renowned for its long-term programs. 
 
That these programs have been maintained in a sustainable manner and expanded in recent 
years is a testament to the perceived value and demand of the Indonesian in-country study 
experience among Australian students. This has happened at a time when Indonesian 
language education in Australia has been described as being in a ‘crisis’ with enrolments 
in Indonesian language studies in Australian universities falling by 37 per cent between 
2001 and 2010, despite total undergraduate enrolments growing by almost 40 per cent in 
that time (Hill 2012). Amidst this decline in demand for studying Indonesian, the demand 
for in-country study in Indonesia has endured and is a positive sign for Indonesian 
language programs in Australian universities.      
 
Remarkably, by 2010 in-country Indonesian programs had rapidly re-emerged and 
regained popularity amongst university students, despite overall student enrolments in 
Indonesian language studies remaining precariously low. This suggests that students 
perceive the in-country study experience as something special. Strong anecdotal evidence 
and findings of this research suggest that in-country programs are highly regarded by 
students and by academic staff who teach Indonesian language in Australian universities.  
 
Exploring the effects of the in-country study experience is relevant for this research not 
only because of the high regard with which students and staff hold for these programs, but 
also due to the in-country study component being an integral part of accredited university 
language study. As yet, there are only two published pieces of research on Indonesian in- 
country study programs, in the form of book chapters about study abroad experiences 
(DuFon and Churchill 2006). The chapters in question focus on dining with an Indonesian 
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host family and leave taking to end social interaction. The specific and descriptive nature 
of these works hold little direct relevance to this research, in which I analyse students’ 
intercultural engagement in a more holistic manner.  
 
The current situation of in-country Indonesian programs is most interesting. Having 
survived a very difficult period in the early 2000s, in-country Indonesian study options 
offered by Australian universities have endured and even defied a trend of declining 
enrolments in Indonesian language study to show some growth in recent years. This 
research reveals more about the significance of the in-country study experience for 
Australian students. Whilst recognised by language teachers, lecturers and students as a 
significant and transformative experience, there is a surprising lack of published work on 
Australian students’ experiences in Indonesian in-country study programs.   
 
1.6 A Personal Perspective  
 
In approaching this research, I am aware that my background has very much influenced 
the development of this investigation. My interest in intercultural engagement comes from 
personal and professional experience. Having studied Indonesian throughout high school 
and university, my own language learning experience has been a long journey. In fact, my 
language learning journey has never ended but has overlapped with a career in teaching 
Indonesian, first at high school level and now at university level. I have worked in 
Indonesia for extended periods in the field of L2 acquisition, and as an interpreter in the 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands, an Australian territory in the Indian Ocean. I have committed 
much time and effort towards language learning but enjoy and feel enriched by living and 
working in a world that involves and engages other cultures.  
 
Perhaps as a way of making sense of my own continuing journey, I am interested in how 
Australian students’ perceptions of Indonesian culture are shaped and how they engage 
with the cultural other. In coordinating in-country programs in Indonesia, I find it very 
rewarding to see Australian students experiencing the type of intercultural realisations that 
I recall experiencing myself. One of the common comments I hear from Australian 
students during an in-country program is that Indonesia is not as they had imagined. 
Exploring the issue of how students perceive the cultural other, and what background 
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factors have influenced their perceptions has guided the development of this research.      
 
My own experiences have led me to want to explore the dynamics of intercultural 
engagement in more depth. In part, is it seeing glimpses of myself through witnessing and 
contributing to the developmental journey of students that I teach. In part, it is about 
developing a better understanding of how learners can develop an appreciation of 
otherness as being equal, whilst learning to critique the self, both at an individual and 
collective level. Developing a more balanced self that relates to others openly and equally 
is a good model for ethical behaviour. It strikes me that this is a key to social cohesion that 
is needed in a multicultural world that is increasingly connected yet segregated. I am 
curious to explore what role language learning can play in developing students to view 
others equally despite differences, and how students can critically reflect on their own 
culture and the cultural other, in a balanced way. It strikes me that these are valuable 
qualities that we need to aspire towards, to practice as individuals and to seek to develop in 




This section provides a brief overview of the thesis, consisting of ten chapters in its 
entirety. This introduction chapter identifies problems that have prompted this research, 
the significance of the research, a brief outline of how I approached it and some 
background to help contextualise the research, including details of Indonesian studies in 
Australian universities. A personal perspective is included to position me as researcher and 
to briefly explain my interest and background in this research. 
 
Chapter 2 explores and reviews relevant literature, particularly that relating to culture in 
language teaching, to help position the research and identify a gap in knowledge where a 
contribution can be made. A more detailed outline of this thesis as a research project is 
provided in Chapter 3, in terms of the ethnographic methodology and research methods, 
the interpretive approach to analysis, the role of the researcher and how the research is 
designed.   
 
Data of student participants that relate to their perceptions of Indonesian culture are 
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presented in Chapter 4. This rich data provides detailed insights into students’ perceptions 
of the Indonesian other, identifying numerous cultural traits, which are summarised into 
three categories of: traditional values; diversity of society; and norms of social interaction. 
In describing the cultural other, student participants tend to focus on differences between 
self and other, whether it be at the collective or individual level, by conceptualising self 
and other as binary opposites. Cultural perceptions in this chapter are presented in a mostly 
descriptive manner. 
 
Chapter 5 explores students’ perceptions of the Indonesian other by examining the role of 
imagination. Analysis extends to some common Australian stereotypes of the Indonesian 
other to show how the imagination can be used to produce negative images. In the student 
data, the imagination is shown to possess a transformative potential to selectively 
reinterpret past experiences and reconceptualise them into idealised images, demonstrated 
by a desire to escape to a more attractive intercultural space. The imagination plays a role 
in shaping future aspirations and being able to appreciate and anticipate the infinite other, 
that the self is yet to meet. 
 
In Chapter 6, Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism is used to explore intercultural encounters 
between student participants as the self and the Indonesian other. Understanding dialogism 
helps reveal how participants perceive opposed positions across cultural boundaries, which 
uncover a range of opposed positions and a multiplicity of voices that demonstrate that 
neither self nor other are viewed as exclusively unitary. The dialogic positioning of self 
and other are closely linked in an interdependent and reciprocal manner where both are 
fluid and share a related dynamism. 
 
Chapter 7 explores the notion of third spaces as spaces of intercultural encounters and the 
practice of thirding, where students experience an intercultural in-between-ness. While 
thirding may occur in social interaction or within the consciousness of the self, it is 
grounded in language. Examples from the data show language use indicative of thirding to 
include code switching and linguistic syncretism. The transformative potential of thirding 
is explored in how students view and engage the other.  
 
In Chapter 8, a focus on the other reveals its infinite nature, which is shown to be 
overwhelming. An inability to respond to the infinite nature of the other means that the self 
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often represses and ignores the other, yet in this process the other is still recognised 
dialogically. This raises the question of how to respond to the other in an ethical manner, 
which is addressed in Chapters 9 and 10, drawing from research data of the lecturer 
participants.    
 
Chapter 9 explores the experiential nature of language teaching and learning and discusses 
the practice of thirding in intercultural engagement, in greater depth. It explores the 
transformative potential of thirding, drawing from Bakhtin’s notions of dialogism and 
outsidedness, where the self is able to see itself through the eyes of the other. Self-
reflexive practice is identified as a vital dimension of thirding. Thirding is recognised as 
effective in overcoming repressive and assimilative stances towards to the other, and 
provides the means with which to ethically respond to the call of the other.  
 
Chapter 10 concludes this research project by proposing an innovative response to the 
problems associated with a monologic stance towards the other, often characterised by 
negative stereotyping and a binary view of self as superior and other as inferior. I propose 
an approach that I call a pedagogy of experiential thirding. Intended for language teaching, 
it contains linguistic, intellectual, spatial and affective dimensions. Grounded in 
Bakhtinian thinking of dialogism, this approach also draws from theories of Sen and 
Nussbaum’s Capability Approach and Dewey’s experiential learning and aims to develop 
students’ capabilities in thirding and self-reflection, to be able to find a more balanced and 
ethical way to engage the other. This approach aims to equip students with the capabilities 
to be and to act ‘world-minded’ in being better able to engage with the unfamiliar, infinite 
other. Recognising the importance of experiential learning, this approach includes in-
country language study as an integral feature and recognises the performative dimension of 
social interaction as offering great transformative potential for a better understanding of 
the self and other.








In this research, I problematise notions of culture, intercultural experiences of language 
learners and intercultural capabilities. As a necessary part of this investigation, this chapter 
draws from relevant literature to provide a well-informed background from which to view 
these complex phenomena. I firmly position the research in the field of language 
education, more specifically L2 acquisition. Yet, due to the complexity of what is being 
researched it is necessary to review a range of literature from related fields, including 
cultural studies, philosophy, sociology and linguistics. This inter-disciplinary approach is 
necessary to examine intercultural phenomena in a more holistic manner that involves 
issues of identity, discourse and social interaction. I draw together elements of these fields 
to research the complexities of language learners’ experiences of the other in intercultural 
engagement and to formulate a pedagogical approach that acknowledges difference as well 
as recognising equality of the self and other.   
 
2.2 The concept of Culture  
 
Exploring students’ perceptions of ‘Indonesian culture’ is one key aspect of this research. 
This reveals not only how students perceive the Indonesian other but also how they 
conceptualise culture, as a general notion, and how they see themselves, through alterity 
(Kostogriz 2005). As exploratory research, I deliberately do not pre-empt or prescribe a 
definition of culture during data collection with student or lecturer participants. This 
approach is designed to elicit a wide range of input from participants. If participants 
question what is intended by culture, I make it clear there is no prescribed definition of 
culture for this research, and that it is their perceptions that I seek. In cases where culture is 
questioned, the interview format enables an understanding of culture to be co-constructed 
during discussion. In these cases, I prompt participants to elaborate on their views that are 
founded in their experiences.  
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With the concept of culture appearing in various academic fields, I am selective in 
narrowing the focus to areas of most relevance for this research. It is of prime interest how 
culture is viewed in the field of L2 acquisition, yet due to the inter-disciplinary nature of 
this research, the field of vision needs to be somewhat broader. Indeed, the notion of 
culture is prominent in various academic fields and is widely recognised as being 
problematically complex and its interpretation arbitrary (Duranti 1997; Liddicoat & Crozet 
2000; Liddicoat & Scarino 2013; Lo Bianco 2003; Read 2002; Young 1995).  
 
In describing how foreign languages have been taught, Crozet and Liddicoat (2000) note 
that traditional university language programs typically interpret ‘culture’ as the study of 
literature in the target language. This approach promotes the notion of ‘high culture’, with 
literary works regarded as most valued by the target culture. Reflecting on my own 
experiences of studying Indonesian as an undergraduate student in the early 1980s, I recall 
that literature often had an historic focus, and tended to portray idealism or nationalism, 
thereby portraying particular stereotypes and idealised notions that tended to present issues 
of culture as static phenomena. It emerges in the data of this research that literature is still 
used in some university Indonesian language programs in Australia. It is unclear how 
effective the study of literature is in L2 acquisition for developing an open-minded 
approach to culture and an understanding of contemporary contexts. It does, however, 
depend perhaps most importantly on how literature is used, the amount of literature as 
content within a language program and on the type of literature itself. Even the definition 
of what constitutes literature in the realms of L2 teaching is likely to have changed over 
time.  
 
An important development in the early twentieth century, as noted by Crozet and Liddicoat 
(2000), is the realisation that an approach focussed on literature in L2 acquisition did not 
adequately equip learners with the skills and knowledge deemed necessary. They note 
how, in the twentieth century, the meaning of culture was broadened to focus on a country 
and its people and that ‘popular’ and ‘institutional’ culture was added to complement 
literature. In recent decades, ‘cultural teaching’ has been further broadened to include 
social institutions, current events, the media, and iconic symbols.  
 
The next major notable development in L2 acquisition was the recognition of the 
importance of cultural dimensions in how people communicate (Crozet & Liddicoat 2000). 
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A powerful symbol of this shift in thinking is represented by the Communicative Approach 
in L2 acquisition, as outlined by Savignon (1983, 1997, 2002), an approach that rose to 
prominence in the 1970s and 1980s. However, Liddicoat and Crozet (2000) argue that the 
Communicative Approach has failed to explicitly focus on the socio-cultural underpinnings 
of language. In a similar vein to Kramsch (2009a), I criticise the Communicative Approach 
in Chapter 10, as emphasising a dichotomy between native and non-native speakers that 
assumes the non-native speaker should aim to be just like the native speaker, in language 
use, behaviour and cultural orientation. Such assumptions promote a binary view of self as 
non-native speaker and other as native speaker and risk reinforcing stereotypes and the 
practice of othering.   
 
Despite some deficiencies in addressing the role of culture, the Communicative Approach 
is an important development in the field of L2 acquisition and recognises the key role of 
social interaction. Kramsch (1993) suggests that every attempt at communication with a 
speaker of another language constitutes a cultural act, arguing that language should be 
viewed as social practice and that culture needs to be central to language teaching. 
Language is described as being variable, interactional and inherently containing culture 
(Liddicoat, Crozet & Lo Bianco 1999). Every time language is used a cultural act is 
performed (Kramsch 1993). Clearly, language involves far more than a mere 
representation of linguistic codes, and is embedded in cultural understandings (Byram 
1994; Kramsch 1993; Kramsch 1998). As culture is embedded in language, it is often 
subtle or even obscure, in the form of assumed or implied meanings that are communicated 
through shared understandings and contextual dependency. The importance of cultural 
dimensions as an integral part of language skills has long been recognised (Byram 1994; 
Kramsch 1993; Kramsch 1998; Kress 1985; Rivers 1968). Effective communication 
requires more than knowledge of linguistic forms alone. The link between language 
learning and cultural understanding has manifest itself in the realms of language teaching 
with terms such as ‘cultural competence’, ‘cultural proficiency’ (Byram 1994) and  
‘linguaculture’ (Kramsch 1991). I will return to the work of Byram and Kramsch later in 
this chapter.   
 
Language, as a means of communication, contains assumptions that are ‘culture-specific’, 
which may cover just about any aspect one could imagine, from the micro social grouping 
of a sporting team or a work-place to the macro level of a nation. Language may be subtle, 
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complex, ambiguous or contradictory. Expressions of language such as metaphors and 
idioms are often specific to a particular language and associated culture(s). It is reasonably 
common that we encounter ambiguity in English, even as native speakers. Expressions 
such as ‘read between the lines’, ‘get to the point’, ‘don’t beat around the bush’ or ‘take a 
hint’ suggest that meanings lie beneath the apparent or common interpretation. This occurs 
as a result of cultural assumptions embedded within language that are not necessarily 
immediately obvious. Language reflects, contains and creates cultural dimensions that may 
be limited to particular institutions or social groups. In Australia, it is common to hear 
about the ‘culture’ of a sporting team or a work-place as something that has a profound 
effect on people involved. In the realms of L2 teaching, a particular language is assumed to 
represent a particular culture or cultures. The notion of ‘a culture’ for ‘a language’ that 
equates to an entire speech community, ethnic group or nation is problematic and 
reinforces practices of stereotyping and othering (House 2008), important issues that I 
address in this research, particularly in Chapter 8. The view of one language equating to 
one culture, as portrayed through a national culture, represents an imagined community 
(Anderson 1991) and assumes an unnaturally narrow definition of culture that overlooks 
the complexity of identity within social groups and of the individual.  
 
Nieto (2009) regards culture as being embedded in context and socially constructed where 
we are all cultural agents. She defines culture as: 
…the ever-changing values, traditions, social and political relationships, and worldview created, 
shared, and transformed by a group of people bound together by a combination of factors that can 
include a common history, geographic location, language, social class and religion. (Nieto 
2009:136) 
Nieto (2009) suggests that the notion of culture must not be reduced to food, dances and 
holidays, although she acknowledges these are cultural elements. Coyle (2009) criticises a 
‘food and festivals approach’ as being tokenistic and overlooking the deeper dimensions of 
culture that are connected with how learners think, act and use language. In Australia, I 
believe the approach to multiculturalism is often reduced to festivals that claim to celebrate 
diversity yet rarely go beyond food and dances. I am concerned by a similar approach 
evident in schools by events such as ‘Asia Day’, which risks reinforcing, if not promoting, 
reductionist logic, stereotyping and othering.      
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Linguistic anthropology, as the study of language within its cultural framework (Salzmann, 
Stanlaw & Adachi 2012), recognises the inextricable links between culture and language. 
Anthropology has a strong tradition of ethnographic fieldwork where anthropologists 
undertake extended observation by living in communities to learn about and document a 
language and its culture. In the process, many anthropologists not only learn about a 
language but also become competent language users and develop deep cultural 
connections. This resonates with my own experiences and, to an extent, the experiences of 
participants in this research who study in Indonesia. Not surprisingly then, the field of 
linguistic anthropology holds some relevance for this research, as language is recognised 
as cultural practice (Duranti 1997). This thinking from the field of anthropology is 
consistent with more progressive thinking of recent decades in the field of L2 acquisition, 
such as Kramsch’s (1993) view that communication is a cultural act.  
 
Such convergence of thinking strengthens inter-disciplinary research and potentially 
enriches each discipline area. Work in the field of anthropology, points to behavioural, 
cognitive, emotional and social dimensions as affecting the way culture is evident and is 
likely to appeal to many modern practitioners in the field of L2 acquisition. Keesing and 
Strathern (1998) suggest that culture can be seen through behaviour and that it depends on 
social structures such as membership to social groupings, which may influence behaviour. 
This suggests that one’s acts and ways of thinking are dependent on others, and means that 
social interaction and relationality are important dimensions of shaping culture, an 
important point I will return to.  
 
Moloney and Rosalba (2012) note that there has been considerable work done on in-
country study university programs for L2 learners, yet there remains no substantial 
academic literature relating to in-country studies for L2 learners in Indonesia. I therefore 
draw from other contexts of in-country L2 language programs that focus on experiential 
learning. Of particular relevance to this research is the work of Roberts et al (2001) and 
Jackson (2006, 2008) that incorporates socio-linguistics and anthropology to propose an 
approach that places language learners as ethnographers during in-country study, in order 
to develop intercultural competence. This approach places an emphasis on language as 
social practice rather than merely as a linguistic system and seeks to enable learners to 
observe, engage and critically reflect on their own interactional experiences. This 
ethnographic approach seeks to help learners reflect on their own self, as well as the 
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cultural other and emphasises symbolic aspects of social practice and discourse as a 
reflection of culture, consistent with Kramsch’s (2011) notion of symbolic competence, as 
discussed in 2.4. The ethnographic dimensions of experiential learning during in-country 
study for L2 learners is discussed further in Chapter 10.       
    
In the field of linguistic anthropology, Salzmann (1998) conceptualises culture as being 
all-inclusive, as the “total pattern of human learned behaviour transmitted from generation 
to generation” (Salzmann 1998:46). This is somewhat problematic from a post-structuralist 
view of culture as such a definition of culture risks the assumption that culture is fixed and 
pre-determined. It risks what Liddicoat (2002) describes as a static notion of culture and is 
consistent with what Holliday (2011) refers to as an essentialist view of culture, as being 
typically defined by national, ethnic, racial or religious groupings. However, Salzmann 
(1998) makes a useful distinction between verbal and non-verbal culture. He describes 
non-verbal culture as consisting of ‘mental culture’ such as a worldview, ‘behavioral 
culture’, providing the example of wiping one’s shoes before going into a house, and 
‘material culture’, typified by products of a particular society. This is of interest as these 
types of cultural aspects emerge in the data of this study. Interestingly, in the latest revised 
edition of the same book, Salzmann, Stanlaw and Adachi (2012) omit the above discussion 
of culture, and are considerably more elusive in discussing culture explicitly. In the 2012 
edition, Salzmann et al critiques linguistic determinism, noting that languages and cultures 
change over time, and instead suggest a preference for linguistic relativity, where it is 
assumed that differences between languages will be reflected in different worldviews of 
their speakers. This is a useful consideration, but is still an incomplete explanation of 
culture that risks essentialising the self and other through a binary logic.  
 
Bakhtin argues that language and culture are not unitary but are enacted upon by 
competing forces, which are described as ‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’ forces. Centripetal 
forces are associated with realms of the official that act to impose or maintain order to a 
heterogeneous haphazard world whereas centrifugal forces seek to disrupt order, in a 
random, disorganized fashion (Morson & Emerson 1990). Similarly challenging the notion 
of a historical identity of culture, such as is evident in national traditions, the critical 
theorist and post-colonial critic Bhabha (1994) argues that symbols of culture have no 
unity or fixity. He suggests that symbolic representation lacks transparency due to 
processes involved with language production. Bhabha refers to this process as an act of 
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cultural enunciation, where the subject of enunciation is discursively embedded and 
dependent on its ‘cultural positionality’, that is the context of the particular time and 
specific place.  
 
House (2008) summarises a post-modernist critique that sees the traditional notion of 
‘culture’ as an untenable abstraction, arguing there is no such thing as a ‘pure culture’ and 
that even ‘social groups’ cannot exist in isolation, as they are continually influenced from 
the outside. She suggests cultures can be viewed as ideologies that serve to reduce actual 
differences that are natural and inevitable between people who experience some degree of 
social and geographic isolation.        
  
Given the complexity and multiple interpretations of culture, it is not surprising that there 
are problems in how culture is addressed in L2 acquisition. The concept of teaching culture 
in L2 programs is problematic and confusion remains about how this ought to be done: 
“Even the definition of culture is not clear” (Read 2002:185).  
 
Crozet and Liddicoat (2000:5) argue that “one significant problem for teaching culture in 
the language classroom is that culture is not as readily describable as decontextualized 
grammatical rules”. What Crozet and Liddicoat note is that teaching culture, as such, is 
problematic. It is difficult and often unhelpful to reduce cultural dimensions in analysis. 
When dealing with complex cultural concepts, essentialising or reducing the other is likely 
to lead to stereotyping and othering where binary logic leads one to view the self is as 
superior and the other as inferior. Holliday (2011) outlines the act of othering that is 
predicated on the idealised image of the self as superior against an inferior demonised 
image of the other. He argues that othering is an essentialist act as the demonised other 
becomes a stereotype that is applied to all members of the group, society or nation.    
Holliday (2011) suggests that othering is common in popular perceptions and sustains a 
positive self-image identity. He adds that the nature of prejudices of the Western self are so 
obscured and perpetuated by societal, media and political discourses, that othering is also 
commonly enacted by academics. Holliday (2011) argues that the act of othering is so 
complex and subtle that it remains hidden. Despite the power and pervasiveness of the 
superior-inferior binary view of self and other of the Western self, acts of othering remain 
invisible and neutrality is imagined.  
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As L2 teachers seek to reduce the target language to a form that their students can manage, 
cultural dimensions can be obscured and overlooked. A common way of simplifying the 
target language is to explicitly study grammar, in the form of exercises that present 
contrived sentences that are isolated and decontextualized. To make the language text more 
accessible to students, sentences are often structured in a form that resembles the learners’ 
first language. In such contrived language use, dimensions of the target culture may be 
heavily obscured. For some language educators, the development of cultural awareness in 
their students is viewed as a complement to language proficiency, rather than as an integral 
part of it. Alternatively, the teaching of cultural awareness in the L2 context is often 
essentialised to stereotypical representations of the other that involve romanticised images 
of the exotic, the exciting, the dangerous or the bizarre. Essentialising the other in this way 
promotes a binary view of self as the normal and the superior, against the other as the 
bizarre and the inferior, thereby perpetuating the act of othering. I pursue these issues in 
further discussion in Chapter 8, and draw from Kristeva’s (1991) work on repressing 
otherness. 
 
2.3 The concept of culture in teaching Indonesian language 
 
In the context of teaching Indonesian, Read (2002) reflects on a view among teachers of 
Indonesian where ‘culture’ is perceived as being synonymous with ethnicity, as evidenced 
by the term ‘regional cultures’:  
Questions of culture are obviously important for teaching Indonesian as a FL [foreign language], 
but what and how to teach has not yet got beyond the anecdotal stage. For teachers of Indonesian 
the problem is ‘which culture?’ because there are hundreds of regional cultures… (Read 2002:186) 
Read notes that Indonesia contains approximately 300 different ethnic and linguistic 
groups, which by implication are portrayed as representing Indonesian cultures, thereby 
reflecting a traditional notion of culture. 
 
The typical focus on culture in Indonesian teaching in Australia has focused on Java. 
Javanese is the nation’s largest ethnic group. Javanese language is an important linguistic 
influence on Indonesian - represented by loanwords and, to a lesser extent, grammatical 
affixes. Java is where the nation’s capital, Jakarta, is located and the island contains around 
half the nation’s population. Artefacts that foreigners typically associate with Indonesian 
culture are prominent in Java, such as wayang (shadow puppets), batik cloth material and 
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traditional musical instruments such as the bamboo angklung and the gamelan percussion 
orchestra. By visiting Indonesian classrooms in Australian schools, one can see such 
artefacts readily on display. It is easy to come away with the impression that culture is 
being represented by a focus on artefacts.  
 
The teaching of Indonesian culture as part of language programs has also been portrayed as 
behaviours or cultural norms. This is evident in the TIFL (Teaching Indonesian as a 
Foreign Language) Project funded by the Australian Commonwealth Government, and 
intended to produce teaching resources for Indonesian language at university level. The 
project was completed in 19942. The TIFL materials include a Culture Guide that explicitly 
categorises cultural characteristics as being of a behavioural or ritualistic nature belonging 
to particular ethnic groups. Of particular focus are the Javanese and Batak ethnic groups. 
This is an example where culture is presented as being synonymous with ethnicity. The 
TIFL materials describe particular cultural traits as being ethnic-specific and region-
specific, rather than merely labelling them as being ‘Indonesian’. To some extent, this 
recognises the multicultural nature of Indonesia. In itself, such an approach may be useful 
for avoiding stereotyping at a national level. However, it may do little to avoid 
stereotyping as a practice and merely shift stereotypical notions from a national to regional, 
ethnic-based level. Although well intentioned, highlighting the ‘otherness’ of ‘Indonesian-
ness’ or other regional ethnic groups can reinforce stereotyping. Duranti (1997) suggests 
that ‘culture’ as an all-encompassing notion can lead to stereotyping by hiding a 
community’s contradictions. This is a risk where ethnicity is used to mark cultural 
boundaries.  
 
More recently, Kohler (2010) and Liddicoat and Kohler (2012) have provided an 
alternative to the traditional notions of culture that are grounded in ethnicity. They present 
empirical data from high school Indonesian language classes in Australia to demonstrate 
the approach referred to as Intercultural Language Teaching and Learning. In particular, 
they emphasise the vital role of the language teacher to sensitively and carefully model 
images of the cultural other and to mediate intercultural engagement with students, 
including self-reflection of one’s own culture, and the inherently ‘porous’ nature of culture, 
to help realise a multiplicity of individual and collective cultural positions. This innovative 
                                                 
2 See Read 2002 for a detailed analysis of the TIFL materials. 
C H A P T E R  T W O  
 27
approach to L2 acquisition will gain further attention below and I will return to Kohler and 
Liddicoat’s work later in the thesis, when I focus on pedagogical issues.  
 
2.4 Realms of the Intercultural  
 
The recognition of intercultural skills as an integrated and explicit focus of L2 acquisition 
continues to gain prominence. In Australia, this is demonstrated by the emerging approach 
referred to as Intercultural Language Teaching and Learning (Kohler 2010; Liddicoat & 
Kohler 2012; Liddicoat & Scarino 2013), also referred to as Intercultural Language 
Teaching (Crozet, Liddicoat & Lo Bianco 1999; Crozet & Liddicoat 2000; Lo Bianco & 
Crozet 2003). Although this is a developing pedagogy, the thinking that underpins 
Intercultural Language Teaching and Learning is not entirely new.  
 
Socio linguistics has acted as a pre-cursor, in identifying the phenomenon of varying 
language use in different domains and between different interlocutors, rather than as 
merely a range of linguistic or grammatical features. However, there seems to be a long-
standing assumption in language teaching that appropriateness of language use equates to 
cultural understanding, and that cultural understanding will be acquired inductively or 
intuitively through language use. The popular Communicative Approach is predicated on 
the inductive acquisition of grammar and cultural understanding, rather than deductive 
learning through explicitly focusing on these aspects. There is a tendency for supporters of 
the Communicative Approach to label deductive learning as out-dated practice, likening 
deductive learning to the Grammar Translation Approach. More recent thinking has 
reverted somewhat, as indicated by Pauwels, a supporter of Intercultural Language 
Teaching and Learning: 
I believe alongside with others (e.g. Kramsch 1993, Crozet & Liddicoat 1997, Byram & Zarate 
1994) that this cultural knowledge embedded in language needs to be made explicit. With limited 
access to or immersion into real life situations, it is difficult to acquire this dimension ‘naturally’. 
(Pauwels 2000:23) 
Pauwels argues that complex cultural dimensions need to be explicitly discussed in the 
students’ first language, rather than being left to being acquired inductively through the 
target language. This is in contrast to the Communicative Approach, which prioritises 
communicative competence through use of the target language and inductive learning.   
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To complement communicative competence, Kramsch (2006b, 2011) proposes the notion 
of symbolic competence, which she regards as a symbolic dimension of intercultural 
competence (see 2.5 for an elaboration of intercultural competence). In arguing that 
symbolic competence is a necessary complement to communicative competence, Kramsch 
(2011) presents symbolic competence as a higher-order reflexive competency area that is 
grounded in discourse, historical and ideological dimensions, is aesthetically sensitive and 
draws from the ‘real world’, in terms of incorporating actual, virtual and imagined 
dimensions of the world around us.  
 
Elaborating on the concept of symbolic competency, Kramsch (2011) emphasises 
discourse as equating to culture. She describes discourse as a symbolic system that 
contains dimensions of symbolic representation, symbolic action and symbolic power. 
Symbolic representation is perceived as focusing on what words mean and what they 
reveal about the mindset of the person who produces them. Symbolic action is the 
performative dimensions of the words or utterances, which indicate the intentions of the 
person who produces them. Symbolic power reflects a post-structuralism influence and 
pertains to intertextuality, in terms of what the language reveals of moral values, 
subjectivities and social identities across individual and collective dimensions of 
memories, histories, emotions and aspirations. For Kramsch (2011), symbolic competence 
is part of the process of interacting in an intercultural space, where one positions one’s self 
within or outside the discourse produced by others. It is through interacting in discourse 
that one has the transformative potential to reframe or re-signify texts, contexts and 
subjectivities.                       
 
The realms of intercultural are often associated with social interaction, whether it is in 
becoming inter-culturally capable or in demonstrating intercultural abilities. Moodian 
(2009) describes the essence of intercultural competence as intercultural sensitivity to 
enable one to relate to otherness. Linn (1996) recognises that successful communication 
requires sensitivity to diversity and an ability to empathise and identify with others. One of 
the key aims of teaching towards intercultural competency is to achieve a critical 
understanding of self and others that requires reflection and insight into one’s own culture 
(Byram 2012; Crichton & Scarino 2007; Deardorff 2011; Kramsch 2011). This involves 
developing a cultural appreciation and awareness, on the basis that it is important to learn 
of the cultural relativity of both the target culture and one’s own background culture. In so 
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doing, it becomes possible to critically analyse one’s own background culture. It is also 
important to identify common, shared experiences, rather than merely the differences. By 
predominantly focusing on differences, negative stereotypes can be reinforced. Focusing 
on similarities may well help to foster empathy, being able to identify with the other and 
thereby promoting understanding. Yet this is no straightforward pursuit: “It is not self 
evident that all learners…have necessarily reached a point where they are open to new 
perspectives from a different culture” (Byram 1994:40).  
 
Similarly, Ingram et al (2008) challenges a commonly-held belief that language learners 
are assumed to inherently acquire cultural awareness and an appreciation of the cultural 
other. It cannot be assumed that language learners automatically acquire a level of 
intercultural awareness of self and other that equips them to operate effectively in 
intercultural realms. Acquiring language and culture are complex and highly variable 
processes for different individuals, so it is difficult to theorise about those processes with 
certainty. Exposure to a language alone is no guarantee of acquisition of intercultural 
awareness and competencies. As an exploration of individual learners’ experiences, this 
research reveals more about these complex issues.  
 
2.5 Intercultural Communication 
 
In the context of higher education in the United States, Deardorff (2006, 2009 and 2011) 
has produced a model of intercultural competence that describes internal individual traits 
and interactional traits that are outwardly evident. Key desired internal outcomes are 
adaptability, flexibility, an ethno-relative view and empathy. Desired external outcomes 
are effective and appropriate communication and behaviour in intercultural interactions. 
These outcomes are described as being achieved by appropriate knowledge and 
comprehension, skills and attitudes. Knowledge and comprehension are said to be deep 
cultural knowledge, cultural self-awareness and sociolinguistic awareness. Skills are listed 
as listening, observing, evaluating, analysing, interpreting and relating. Desired attitudes 
are respect for other cultures, openness to others without being judgemental, curiosity, and 
discovery that involves tolerance of ambiguity and uncertainty.  
 
Deardorff’s model is recognised as a major contribution to the assessment rubric for 
intercultural knowledge and competence formulated by the Association of Colleges and 
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Universities in the United States, which similarly lists knowledge, skills and attitudes3. 
Deardorff (2011) views the development of intercultural competence as an ongoing 
process, which means that reflection on one’s experiences is important, of which critical 
thinking plays a significant role. Individual attitudes are also recognised as important with 
curiosity, openness and respect to the cultural other being necessary. The final necessity is 
the ability to see the point of view of a cultural other, including their worldview, which 
requires in-depth cultural knowledge, including that relating to their history, politics and 
social norms.      
 
In the United Kingdom, Byram (1997) presents a Model of Intercultural Communicative 
Competence (ICC), which is described by Dervin (2010, p. 161) as the “most exhaustive 
and influential definition of intercultural competence”. Byram’s Model of ICC consists of 
five inter-related savoirs of: knowledge; skills of interpreting and relating; attitudes; skills 
of discovery and interaction; and critical cultural awareness. Byram positions critical 
cultural awareness as the central convergence point for the other savoirs, in order to 
achieve intercultural competence. In this ICC model, Byram (1997) defines knowledge as 
knowing how social groups function and how identities operate, in a general sense, rather 
than relating to any particular ‘cultural’ group. Skills of interpreting and relating involve 
mediating between one’s own cultural background and that of a cultural other. Skills of 
discovery and interaction involve the ability to acquire and apply new knowledge of 
cultural practices in spontaneous interactions. Attitudes, as another of Byram’s savoirs, 
relates to values and involves curiosity and openness to otherness, as well as the ability to 
‘decentre’ and reflect on how others may see one’s self. This is consistent with the 
Bakhtinian notion of outsidedness, a concept further explored in 2.8.  
 
The first four of Byram’s savoirs converge into his fifth savoir, i.e. the central notion of 
critical cultural awareness, which enables critical evaluation of one’s own cultural 
background and that of the cultural other, such as through an exchange of cultural 
stereotypes. This notion of critical cultural awareness also has political dimensions. 
Elaborating on the concept of political education and critical cultural awareness, Byram 
(2003) emphasises the importance of being able to critically evaluate practices, 
                                                 
3http://www.aacu.org/meetings/gexinstitute/2010/documents/InterculturalKnowledgeandCompetencyVALU
ERubric.pdf 
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perspectives and products, not only of other cultures and countries, but also of one’s own. 
Reflecting on how this model has been interpreted and perhaps misinterpreted, Byram 
(2012) emphasises that cultural awareness, more specifically critical cultural awareness, is 
central. He argues that language awareness for learners needs to involve reflection on the 
links between languages and identities, which necessarily involves social analysis of the 
self, in terms of language and culture. Byram (2012) sums up how intercultural 
communication has a reflexive dimension:  
… individuals pay attention, first, to language and culture in the social context, and second, to 
language and culture in their own lives, in their own psychology. But it is more than paying 
attention. It also involves analysis of, and learning about, language and culture, and crucially the 
relationship between the two. In other words, someone who is ‘aware’ of ‘language and culture’ 
and the language–culture nexus is able to reflect on this nexus as it exists in society and in their 
own selves. (Byram 2012:6) 
The reflexive dimension of L2 acquisition thus recognises not only how the student reflects 
on one’s own linguistic experience as a language learner, but importantly what this means 
for the individual as a language user. This has implications for self-perception and how one 
sees their place in the world and how they should act in response to the world around them, 
towards individuals and at a societal level, in a broader participatory sense. To be 
intercultural has potential implications for how one relates to others.       
 
In addressing the ‘intercultural dimension’ in Australian higher education, Crichton and 
Scarino (2007), emphasise that the inter-related nature of language and culture shapes all 
experience of human interaction, which is inherently variable. They elaborate on 
interaction and communication as necessarily recognising that others cannot be understood 
in advance, but that meaning is co-constructed during interaction. A connection between 
intra-cultural and intercultural recognises that the self has variable linguistic and cultural 
traits that emerge in interaction. They describe intercultural ‘knowing’ as a social act 
where one’s values, knowledge and beliefs are not necessarily fixed but are relative to 
one’s cultural and linguistic background. Reflection and introspection are also emphasised 
to monitor one’s own cultural and linguistic identities when engaging with difference, to 
critically reflect on past experiences and future possibilities for interaction. Lastly, 
Crichton and Scarino (2007) recognise responsibility to develop an ethical stance that 
enables one to respectfully and sensitively recognise cultural and linguistic differences.         
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These three pieces of research are useful for my purposes, both individually and 
collectively. While each is quite different, they are deliberately chosen to provide some 
kind of overview across the US, the UK and Australia, which share some educational 
similarities in L2 acquisition. Each of these three countries is similarly defined by its 
national language being English, as a dominant world language. This means that L2 
education in universities and schools in these three countries is held in lesser regard 
compared with many other countries that place enormous importance on L2 acquisition, 
particularly where the L2 is English. What this overview demonstrates is that there is a 
strong similarity in thinking in terms of intercultural communication between these 
academics. I am not suggesting this is unique to English speaking countries, but that 
common ground in their work strengthens each approach. Moreover, as my research 
focuses on L2 acquisition in Australia, looking at models from the US and the UK hold 
some relevance, as countries where the situation is, in some ways, similar. While Deardorff 
(2011) proposes a model of intercultural competence with a focus on measurable outcomes 
for the purposes of assessment, Byram (1997) presents a Model of Intercultural 
Communication (ICC) that outlines five key competency areas (referred to as savoirs) that 
reflect a focus on reflexivity and criticality. Also discussed above, Crichton and Scarino 
(2007) examine the intercultural dimensions of higher education in Australia and propose 
that self and other co-construct meaning during the spontaneous event of social interaction. 
It is significant that all recognise intercultural relations to be co-constructed through social 
interaction, involve knowledge of self and other and interactional skills. All emphasise the 
importance of critical self-awareness and reflection, along with respect for and openness to 
the cultural other.    
 
2.6 Intercultural Identities 
 
Cultural identity may be represented through the notion of a ‘speech community’ that 
shares the same ‘linguistic code’ or language as well as by ‘discourse communities’ that 
refers to “the common ways in which members of a social group use language to meet their 
social needs” (Kramsch 1998:6-7). A speech community is often represented by a nation 
and its national language, such as Indonesian. In this context, a form of Indonesian 
language is often described in terms of being standard, official, formal and appropriate. 
This tends to convey a concept of being fixed and of superior value (Sneddon 2003).  
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By contrast, the language of a particular discourse community is defined by its social 
domain rather than by political boundaries. Discourse communities represent much smaller 
social groupings and are associated with different styles of language or registers such as 
jargon of a particular field of work or slang of a particular social or sporting group, which 
also represent particular cultural identities. The language of discourse communities is more 
likely to be regarded as dynamically negotiated, evolving and inferior. Speech 
communities and discourse communities are not necessarily mutually exclusive. An 
individual can be a member of one or more national speech communities as well as 
involved in one or more social discourse communities, yet each association may have 
different implications for the cultural identity of the individual. This is a clear 
demonstration of the multiple nature of identity as reflected by language. It is also 
important to recognise that identity not only influences language use but is also influenced 
by language use. 
 
It has been long-understood in the area of socio-linguistics that we adjust our language 
depending on whom we are speaking to. This means that context, setting and domain are 
recognised as influences that shape ‘appropriate’ language use (Kress 1985). Such 
variation is a reflection of how we identify with different people and is indicative of how 
we adopt different identities with different people in different situations. Speaking a 
second language and engaging its culture means we may adopt even more identity 
positions beyond those that are evident when we use our first language.  
 
Clearly, the ability to successfully interact inter-culturally requires an ability to identify 
with the other. In order to identify with the other, presumably one must have some 
appreciation of the identity position of the other. This is where culture and identity 
intersect, as implied by Duranti (1997: 23): “‘Culture’ is what ‘others’ have, what makes 
them and keeps them different, separate from us.” In this statement, Duranti is suggesting 
that culture defines social boundaries and affects the formation of identity in a divisive 
manner. Culture enables us to define a sense of self and belonging to a group. By 
identifying self and group, it is possible to define what we are not. This means that 
understanding the culture of ‘otherness’ does not guarantee that one identifies with it. In 
fact, Duranti (1997) suggests that colonialists used the term ‘culture’ as a tool of 
domination and that even today it remains a way of explaining why minority and 
marginalised groups do not assimilate into mainstream society. 
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The notion of national boundaries or ethnicity creating culturally bound identities is 
increasingly challenged due to global migration that challenges and disrupts the notion of 
static identities including those of stereotypes and cultural homogeneity (Benmayor & 
Skotnes 1994). Post structuralist thinking has led to a concept of identity as multiple, 
unfixed and altering over time and place (Antaki & Widdicombe 1998; Bhabha 1994; 
Weedon 1997). This is not to say that ethnicity, citizenship or any other factor cannot 
influence one’s identity. A range of factors are influential in shaping one’s identity and 
influences will vary in how they determine one’s identity. It is not always accurate to 
assume that one’s ethnicity or national citizenship will dominate one’s identity or attitudes 
and opinions. Identity is fluid and will vary over time and between situational contexts, for 
any number of possible reasons. Beyond this inherently fluid and multiple nature of 
identity, it is recognised that globalisation through trans-national dynamics in social 
networks that include migration and markets have an influential role in shaping language 
and culture (Risager 2006).  
 
Norton Pierce (1995) proposes a theory of social identity, based on the assumption that 
power relations are crucial in social interactions between language learners and native 
speakers of the target language. She states that social identity is multiple, contradictory and 
a site of struggle.  
It conceives of the language learner as having a complex social identity and multiple desires. The 
notion presupposes that when language learners speak, they are not only exchanging information 
with target language speakers but they are constantly organising and reorganising a sense of who 
they are and how they relate to the social world. Thus an investment in the target language is also 
an investment in a learner’s own social identity, an identity which is constantly changing across 
time and space. (Norton Pierce 1995:17-18) 
 
Language learning is thus recognised as being linked with an individual’s identity and 
demonstrated through social interaction. Rather than merely reflecting the social group or 
broader community of the target language, the role of identity in language use means that 
language and the associated ‘cultural’ expressions are highly individualised. With this in 
mind, I appreciate the call for language learners to be afforded greater agency and to be 
viewed as language users rather than merely language learners, the latter term having an 
implied emphasis on deficiencies (House 2008; Kramsch 2006a, 2009a).    
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Language learning engages the identities of learners because language itself is not only a linguistic 
system of signs and symbols; it is also a complex social practice in which the value and meaning 
ascribed to an utterance are determined in part by the value and meaning ascribed to the person 
who speaks. (Norton & Toohey 2002) 
 
An extreme form of agency is represented through the notion of individualised language 
use, rather than conforming to an ‘appropriate’ form of language. This is recognised in 
linguistics by the existence of idiolect. Idiolect refers to an individual’s language use, 
including their choice of utterances and how they interpret utterances from other people. 
Idiolect may distinguish an individual from others (Richards, Platt & Weber 1985). The 
strategic use of idiolect is a powerful example of how identity and agency can be enacted 
through language use to enable the individual to reposition themself as a language user 
outside of or between cultural boundaries. As a deliberate act, this can empower the 
individual as a creative language user, rather than relegate them to the position of a 
deficient language learner. 
 
Byram (2003) draws from what it means to be bicultural to analyse what it means to be 
intercultural. He finds that it can be very difficult and complex to hold two sets of cultural 
values and beliefs and suggests it is especially problematic for adults who acquire a second 
set of cultural values and beliefs. This has important implications for my research of young 
adults as learners of Indonesian. He suggests the most problematic aspect is for the 
individual to change attitudes that reflect how they see other cultures. In order to 
successfully achieve this through education, Byram (2003) suggests learners must develop 
in cognitive and affective dimensions, as well as in behaviour. He suggests a difference in 
becoming intercultural as developing a conscious awareness that is not necessarily evident 
in being bicultural. A greater awareness of the relativity of one’s culture, he argues, is 
achieved by experiencing other cultures. Being intercultural should be viewed not as 
betraying one’s own culture as identity politics may assume, but should be viewed as 
mediating between ethnocentrism and relativism (Alred, Byram & Fleming 2003).   
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2.7 Third Places, Third Spaces, Thirdness and Thirding 
 
In the field of L2 acquisition, realms of the intercultural have been increasingly recognised 
as being located between two cultural positions, as represented by binary positions of self 
and other. This concept of being or operating in a metaphoric place or space between two 
cultures has led to various terms, notably third place, third space, thirdness and thirding. 
These terms are used to refer to two different concepts: one being a semiotic relationality 
of signs and meanings (Pierce 1955; Barthes 1977); and the other being relationality 
between self and other (Bakhtin 1981). For this research, I draw from both concepts but 
primarily rely on Bakhtin’s relationality of self and other as conceptualised through 
dialogism (Bakhtin 1981). In Bakhtinian terms, the use of the word ‘third’ signifies an 
alternate space from the self (as first) and the other (as second) where third spaces are a 
relational in-between representation of where the self and other intersect and interact.  
 
At this point, it is important to nominate my preference of terms for this research as being 
‘third space’ and ‘thirding’. I use these to refer to intercultural phenomena as interactional 
processes or acts, between the self and other. These intercultural phenomena have an 
abstract spatial dimension within one’s consciousness. Therefore, I prefer the term ‘space’ 
as a more apt choice of terms. The word ‘place’ implies a physical dimension of locality 
and may therefore be more readily misinterpreted as being static. I also use the term 
‘thirding’ as it denotes the intercultural phenomenon as a verb, thereby emphasising the 
process, as an interactional act. Throughout the study, I emphasise this by referring to ‘the 
act of thirding’ or ‘the practice of thirding’. I find the latter term particularly useful in a 
pedagogical context as a deliberate form of discussion, but I do not strictly limit its use to 
that context.  
 
The notion of ‘intercultural’ as discussed earlier, connects to the notion of third space. As 
noted above, Byram (2003) differentiates intercultural as being different from bicultural. 
The notion of intercultural is being between two cultures, as opposed to merely alternating 
between two binary opposed cultures, as is assumed to be the case with biculturalism. 
Realms of the intercultural resonate with the notion of in-between-ness as articulated by 
Kristeva (1991), who describes the self as recognising foreign traits of another culture as 
being evident within one’s own psyche. She suggests that the self recognises strangeness 
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not because it is foreign to the self but because the self has encountered it before, because 
it is within the self, but has been repressed. Kristeva describes the notion of a 
‘polymorphic’ culture where people are required to take into account otherness within the 
self, and where ‘culture’ does not merely assimilate otherness but that it dissolves the clear 
boundaries between self and others. Kristeva conceptualises an in-between-ness and 
proposes cosmopolitanism, which calls us to respect and welcome the stranger within us, 
and thus welcome the other. I return to Kristeva’s work in more detail in Chapters 8 and 9. 
 
Bhabha (1994) proposes a third space as a site of intercultural negotiation where one can 
become the other of one’s self. He refers to a third space of enunciation as being a 
contradictory and ambivalent space where symbols of culture have no unity or fixity. He 
suggests that the structure of symbolic representation in the process of language results in 
meanings that are not transparent. Bhabha refers to this process as an act of cultural 
enunciation, where the subject of enunciation is discursively embedded and dependent on 
its ‘cultural positionality’, that is the context of the particular time and specific place. 
Bhabha states that: “cultures are never unitary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in the 
relation to Self to Other” (Bhabha 1994:35-36). He suggests that third spaces are not 
merely evident from the sum total of their contributing elements, but, that as elements 
interact, they transform each other. Similarly, Bolatagici (2004) suggests that third spaces 
are not merely represented by an amalgamation or sum of two cultures, but by the 
processes of elements of two cultures meeting and interacting in unpredictable ways that 
lead to new and dynamic cultural aspects.  
 
Conceptualising third spaces as being generative strikes a chord with post-structuralist 
thinking, where “…language, far from reflecting an already given social reality, constitutes 
social reality for us” (Weedon 1997:22). Weedon (1997) elaborates that language does not 
merely give meaning to events retrospectively, but is also expressive and reflective in a 
manner that is continually being created. A poststructuralist view of language is: “…not 
the reflection of an already fixed reality but a version of meaning” (Weedon 1997:75). 
Language is the means by which meaning is constructed. Versions of meaning and culture 
itself are socially constructed and co-constructed between self and other during interaction 
(Lee 2011).  
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The term ‘third place’ is widely used in L2 education in Australia in discussing the 
emerging approach of Intercultural Language Teaching (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat & Crozet 
1999; Crozet & Liddicoat 2000). Liddicoat, Crozet and Lo Bianco (1999) describe the 
notion of a third place as a dialogic encounter between the language and culture of the self 
and the language and culture of the other, where the language learner should be seen as a 
language user who moves beyond cultural boundaries. This third place notion is described 
as having no fixed point, but as being dynamic and differently negotiated by each language 
user in every intercultural interaction. A third place is said to only be possible as part of a 
process that validates both self and other where the cultural identities of both the self and 
other are valued and included in continual negotiation. Learners are thus said to achieve a 
comfortable position that leads to a hybrid third place (Liddicoat, Crozet & Lo Bianco 
1999).  
The “third place” notion refers to a comfortable unbounded and dynamic space which intercultural 
communicators create as they interact with each other and in their attempt to bridge the gap 
between cultural differences. (Crozet & Liddicoat 2000:1) 
Bridging that gap involves an awareness of cultural boundaries and an ability to manage an 
intercultural space where all parties are said to be comfortable participants (Crozet, 
Liddicoat & Lo Bianco 1999). 
 
However, the notion of the third place being harmonious is a curious assumption and 
somewhat idealistic. Perhaps it is intended as a favourable condition for the case of L2 
learners. In terms of post-structuralism, the notion of identity is a site of contestation, 
contradiction and instability (Norton Pierce 1995; Weedon 1997), and, as such, third 
spaces are not necessarily comfortable. Through thirding, one does not achieve a resolution 
of differences but has the opportunity to learn to come to terms with the existence of 
contradictions and ambivalence (Kostogriz 2002). 
 
Despite this ambiguity, the emerging pedagogy of Intercultural Language Teaching and 
Learning reflects a post structuralist influence, and as an emerging approach, has room for 
further development. Nonetheless, this approach recognises the identity of language 
learners as multiple and variable. Language and behaviour are recognised as being affected 
by the interlocutor with whom a speaker is engaged (Liddicoat, Crozet & Lo Bianco 1999; 
Lo Bianco 2003). Intercultural Language Teaching and Learning is a move towards Norton 
Pierce’s (1995) desire for L2 acquisition theory to develop a concept of language learners 
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as having complex social identities where language is both a reflection of identity and a 
medium for reshaping it.  
   
Also in the field of L2 acquisition, Kramsch shows an interesting progression of 
terminology use, initially using ‘third place’ (Kramsch 1993) and then subsequently 
replacing that term with ‘symbolic competence’ in her book entitled The Multilingual 
Subject (Kramsch 2009a), arguing that the term ‘third place’ could be perceived as being 
too static, noting that the term has also been used for other contexts in the United States. 
Kramsch (2009b) notes that her 1993 concept of third place or third culture was intended 
to represent the experience between a non-native speaker and native speaker. In reviewing 
the issue of third space language education, she uses the term ‘thirdness’ (Kramsch 2009b), 
which I elaborate on below.      
 
In her earlier work critiquing L2 teaching as separating language from culture, Kramsch 
(1993) argues that language, as a social practice, cannot be separated from culture, and 
therefore culture should be central to L2 teaching. She uses the term ‘third place’ to 
describe where multiple cultures of the self and other meet, in a process that learners may 
or may not be conscious of. A third place is suggested as being highly individualised where 
each person will make sense of it at different times, offering an example that may occur 
years later where one reflects on experiences of cross-cultural encounters through dialogue 
with someone who has had similar experiences.  
 
In subsequent work, Kramsch articulates a view of the third place as follows: 
It is a place located in language, but it is an embodied, socially and culturally inflected place, a 
place filled with memories of other languages, fantasies of other identities. A site of linguistic 
anxieties and communicative joys, of symbolic gamble and subjective power. (Kramsch 2006a:98) 
In relation to semiotic thirdness, Kramsch (2009b) notes ‘firstness’ as the mode in which 
reality is spontaneously comprehended in the moment, ‘secondness’ being the mode in 
which one reacts with the input of information to interact with others and thirdness as a 
relational disposition involving the process of interaction. She suggests thirdness is 
developed over time and enables the self to see links and continuity between events in 
order to identify patterns that enable one to form generalisations. Kramsch suggests these 
three modes co-exist and operate simultaneously but that it is only thirdness that enables 
one to make meaning out of firstness and secondness and to develop identity positions and 
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a sense of permanence. The importance of thirdness as a relational process involves critical 
thinking and the dialogic consideration of alternative cultural voices. 
 
The practice of thirding requires one to cross cultural borders, rather than maintaining 
them. Crossing cultural borders requires the construction of new spaces as meeting points, 
characterised by fluidity of relationships where difference enacts its potential to generate 
new and dynamic intercultural dialogue and new identity positions (Kostogriz & Tsolidis 
2008). This is consistent with the realisation of common ground of otherness within the 
self, which Kristeva (1991) describes as in-between-ness. 
   
In Chapter 9, I identify practices of thirding reported by lecturer participants in this 
research, including how communities of practice (Wenger 1999) are used by students to 
construct third spaces of interaction as imagined communities (Anderson 1991). The 
practice of thirding reported in classroom encounters includes critical thinking and places 
the language teacher as modeller (Kramsch 2009a), as advocate for the target culture (Lo 
Bianco 2009) and mediator of intercultural engagement (Liddicoat & Kohler 2012). The 
practice of thirding has important pedagogical implications, which are discussed in Chapter 
9 and further developed in Chapter 10, where I propose a pedagogy of experiential 
thirding. This proposed pedagogical approach is inspired by, and draws from several 
sources, notably, from the notion of a culturally responsive pedagogy (Kostogriz & Doecke 
2011), from Dewey’s experiential learning (Dewey 1966, 1977; Ord and Leather 2011; 
Wojcikiewicz & Mural 2010) and from Sen and Nussbaum’s capability approach 
(Nussbaum 2002; Nussbaum 2003; Nussbaum 2006; Nussbaum & Sen 1993; Sen 2009; 
Wood and Deprez 2012).     
 
2.8 Bakhtin’s Dialogism 
 
In conceptualising this research, I draw extensively from Bakhtin’s thinking, primarily in 
terms of dialogism (Bakhtin 1981), to apply in Chapters 6-10 in particular. Three levels of 
dialogics are proposed in Bakhtinian theory: the relationship between self and other 
(consciousness), dialogue between characters, and the relationship that connects one 
utterance to another through intertextuality (Krasner 2004). Bakhtin (1981) believes that 
every utterance has a reference to a past utterance and thereby demonstrates a dialogic 
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connection with what has been previously said by someone else. This concept of dialogism 
holds relevance for this research, as participants present cultural representations of self and 
other that are grounded in dialogical consciousness that echoes voices of others. Data of 
this research includes student participants who echo the voices of their parents, teachers, 
friends or voices presented in the media, in how they perceive the cultural other and the 
collective self. Bakhtin’s polyphony or multiplicity of voices points to a plural self and 
other (Krasner 2004) where dialogism is evident between self and other where the state of 
‘being’ is shared simultaneously, rather than experienced in isolation. The interaction of 
multiple voices is viewed as unfinalisable and the process as infinite, meaning that absolute 
resolution or fixed positioning is never possible (Holquist 2002).    
 
Bakhtin’s dialogism has much to offer with central tenets being an ethics of answerability 
and a respect for otherness (Holquist 2002; Krasner 2004; Morson & Emerson 1990), 
offering valuable insights that I apply in this research. To act ethically and to overcome the 
extreme binary practices of repressing and assimilating difference, as perceived in the 
other (Kristeva 1991), Bakhtin suggests the need to maintain one’s own unique place, yet 
at the same time to co-experience otherness (Brandist 2002). Bakhtin advocates dialogue 
where two entities retain their original or unique identities while interacting on the basis 
that the other and self are equal yet different (Todorov 1984).   
 
Krasner (2004) notes that Bakhtinian dialogics involves addressing the self and answering 
or responding to the other, while placing the presence of meaning outside the subject’s 
consciousness. Bakhtin emphasises intertextuality, context and linguistic hybridity where 
meaning occurs in the event of social interaction. For Bakhtin, consciousness originates 
from and in communication with the other where the self is answerable to the other 
through alterity. It is by engaging dialogism that an ethical response is made possible to 
enact the practice of thirding (Kostogriz 2002; Kostogriz & Tsolidis 2008). Intercultural 
thirding enacts what Kristeva (1991) refers to in-between-ness as a generative space for 
transformative relations between self and other. The in-between-ness of interculturality is 
achieved through dialogism (Bakhtin 1981). 
 
Bakhtin views empathy or identification as having a transitory or preparatory role 
(Todorov 1984) where empathy or ‘co-feeling’ only has an ethical significance where one 
subsequently returns to the unique position of the self in order to holistically shape 
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perception of the event. However, it is outsidedness that makes the interactive event 
productive (Brandist 2002). Bakhtin’s concept of outsidedness is a necessary requirement 
to acquire what he calls a ‘surplus of vision’, which recognises the significance of the other 
for the self in terms of learning. Outsidedness is recognised as a vital part of the practice of 
thirding (Bakhtin 1981).  
 
Bakhtin’s notion of dialogic contact is consistent with the practice of thirding where 
dialogue is recognised as having transformative potential (Fitts 2009; Gutierrez, 
Baquedano-Lopez & Tejeda 1999; Kostogriz 2009). Thirding, as described by Kostogriz 
and Tsolidis (2008), dialogically transcends a closed and finalizable ‘either/or scenario’ 
and opens possibilities for the openness and flexibility of an unfinalizable both self and/or 
other(s). This is what Lefebvre (1991) describes as hybridity, which is recognised as a 
generative and transformative place of interculturality (Bakhtin 1981). Hybridity involves 
deliberate border crossings (Bhabha 1994; House 2008) that enable language learners to 
become what House (2008) and Kramsch (2009a) refer to as ‘intercultural speakers’. 
Hybridization is recognised as being productive for cultural creativity (Kostogriz 2005) 




This chapter necessarily reviews literature from various discipline areas, including cultural 
studies, philosophy, sociology and linguistics. This is consistent with a growing trend in 
researching L2 acquisition to look beyond the traditional associated field of linguistics, and 
to draw from research in other fields. For instance, issues of identity, from a post-
structuralist perspective, increasingly inform thinking in the field of L2 acquisition and 
have contributed significantly to how language learners can be reconceptualised as 
language users, affording them greater agency and recognising the intercultural realms in 
which they operate and those that they seek. 
 
A cross-disciplinary underpinning is evident in the emerging pedagogy of Intercultural 
Language Teaching and Learning, where L2 pedagogy reflects a post structuralist 
influence. In effect, Intercultural Language Teaching and Learning is a move towards 
Norton Pierce’s expressed desire for L2 acquisition theory to develop a concept of 
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language learners as having complex social identities where language is both a reflection 
of identity and a medium for reshaping it.  
 
This research explores dimensions of how Australian students experience a fluidity of 
identity, particularly in, or as a result of, intercultural interactions. It is by researching the 
intercultural that I explore Australian student perceptions of the Indonesian other and of 
the self, both as individuals and as collectives. Researching students’ intercultural 
experiences also reveals something of their worldview and, not only how they relate to an 
Indonesian other, but also how they relate to an unspecified other. I will now outline how 
this is achieved through the research design. 
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Chapter 3 
Researching the Intercultural 
 
Although this research is located in the field of education and L2 acquisition, it might also 
be viewed as a cultural studies project. Gray (2003) recognises that an interdisciplinary 
field of research is potentially more open in its methods of enquiry, as it has been able to 
draw from a greater range of approaches. With a focus on culture and intercultural 
engagement, this research explores how L2 learners perceive the cultural and linguistic 
other, how they engage with it and how their identities are shaped in and by intercultural 
interaction. Findings of this research will be used towards developing a pedagogical 
approach for assisting L2 learners to become intercultural. This chapter outlines the 
research design, the methodological approach, data analysis, and research methods.   
 
3.1 A Qualitative Research Approach  
 
In Chapter 1, I have presented key research questions as what and how questions, which 
are recognised as suitable for a qualitative enquiry (Holstein & Gubrium 2005). A 
qualitative research approach is useful for investigating interpretations from multiple 
human perspectives; how meaning is formulated in specific social settings; and how 
identities become constructed (Neuman 2011). Qualitative research serves to understand 
social phenomena, where ‘social’ is interpreted in a broad sense (Wiersma & Jurs 2009) 
and enables the exploration of complexities that are beyond the scope of other approaches 
(Gillham 2000). Qualitative research is useful for yielding greater depth and richness of 
data and enables a more holistic approach where the researcher can take into account 
unexpected issues of importance as they arise, and allow for a complex inter-relationship 
of factors that emerge in the research data (Somekh & Lewin 2011; Stake 2010).   
 
Research methodology literature suggests that a qualitative approach is highly suitable for 
an exploratory study, where there is a strong emphasis on description. The origins of 
qualitative research lie in descriptive analysis, which is essentially an inductive process 
(Wiersma & Jurs 2009). This view is supported by Gillham (2000), who notes that 
qualitative research is largely descriptive and inferential in nature. Stake (2010) suggests 
that qualitative research is about understanding rather than explanation, that qualitative 
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research is more focused on knowledge being constructed rather than discovered, and that 
it places the researcher in more of a personal role. The qualitative researcher typically 
gathers data to find out people’s views through direct contact or observation and so gains 
an ‘inside view’. It is acknowledged in qualitative research that a researcher’s subjectivity 
and values are a necessary part of human interaction, so they cannot be eliminated. Rather, 
the experience and insight of the researcher can enhance the research, as their subjective 
experience can be a source of knowledge about the phenomenon being researched. 
Moreover, the reflexivity of the researcher is an aim of qualitative research (Auerbach & 
Silverstein 2003). In qualitative research, ‘reality’ is not a given but is constructed by 
individuals in a subjective manner and co-constructed in social interaction (Flick 2009). 
The qualitative dimension is of particular relevance when the investigation seeks to 
establish how people understand themselves, or their setting (Gillham 2000). 
 
3.2 An Ethnographic Study 
 
Ethnographic research is recognised as being grounded in observational experience of 
particular cultural or social phenomena, with an observational emphasis on the contextual 
social or cultural setting (Atkinson et al 2007; Punch 2009). Ethnography is situated in the 
qualitative research tradition and enables the exploration of multiple ‘truths’ or ‘realities’ 
that are socially constructed (Denzin 1997). In order to uncover multiple ‘realities’, such as 
different cultural worldviews, it is important to maintain an open-minded approach that 
does not prescribe research outcomes that may reflect cultural biases. Ethnography reflects 
a naturalistic approach that, as far as possible, seeks to observe and examine natural social 
settings. It has a logical connection with symbolic interactionism, a theory that sees 
individual behaviour as reflective of the meanings that an individual attributes to 
situations, rather than according to an external ‘objective reality’. In this way, symbolic 
interactionism is said to reveal an insider’s view (Punch 2009). To access such detailed, 
specific and localised perspectives, an ethnographic approach is exploratory in nature, 
which is regarded as essential for research into new territory to yield new insights (Babbie 
2010). 
 
In simple terms, ethnographic research needs to fulfil two core criteria: to involve research 
activity that is field-orientated in nature and to focus on cultural interpretations (Lambert, 
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Glacken & McCarron 2011). With a clear focus on matters of a cultural nature and data 
collection conducted via interviews in the field, the approach I have adopted for this 
research is an ethnographic methodology. I use an ethnographic approach to gain access to 
‘inside’ perspectives of student and lecturer participants, that reveals a great deal about 
language learners’ perceptions of the cultural other. I seek to gain rich insights into 
students’ reflections of their experiences in intercultural encounters and what it means for 
them, in terms of how they view the self and other, at an individual and collective level.  
 
The primary analytical focus of this ethnographical study is an interpretive paradigm. In 
ontological terms, that is, in determining what exists, interpretivism is based on relativism. 
In this context, relativism refers to reality as being subjective and therefore open to 
different views of individuals (Guba & Lincoln 2008). Epistemologically, that is, what 
knowledge is and how it can be acquired, interpretivism is subjective but based on 
phenomena in the real world (Scotland 2012). The interpretive approach I have adopted for 
this research places participants in an informant-type role where they reflect on their lived 
experiences to construct views of the cultural self and other. Through interaction with the 
researcher, informants co-construct and reshape cultural perceptions as they reflect on past 
experiences and articulate imagined histories and futures. In subsequent analysis, my role 
as researcher is to apply interpretive analysis to holistically draw together a diverse range 
of interview data.  
 
Alongside an interpretive paradigm, this research will also incorporate dimensions of 
Foucauldian discourse analysis as well as critical ethnography. An ontological basis for a 
critical paradigm is historical realism, where reality is shaped by a range of influences 
including the political, economic and social (Guba & Lincoln 2008). A critical 
epistemology is based on subjectivism of real world phenomena but is also linked with 
societal ideologies, where knowledge is socially constructed and affected by the power 
relations in society (Scotland 2012). I will use a combination of ethnomethodology and 
Foucauldian discourse analysis to formulate an analytic dialogue (Miller & Fox 2004). 
Ethnomethodology will be used to interpretively analyse micro-sociological aspects of 
culture and intercultural engagement. Certain findings from interpretive analysis will be 
further examined and contextualised using a Foucauldian macro-historical analysis of 
aspects of Australian society and to reflect upon discourses evident in Australia. For 
example, historical discourses that reflect a legacy of fear of Asia are evident in Australia 
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today and emerge in the data of this research. Those discourses have potential effects for 
L2 learners of Indonesian in Australia, in terms of their cultural perceptions and 
intercultural engagement.  
 
In analysing the data, I will use a thematic approach in the early stages to analyse students’ 
perceptions of Indonesian culture and to critically analyse pedagogical practices that 
become evident in the data. I will apply a critical ethnographical dimension to 
problematize cultural perceptions of the collective Australian self and Indonesian other, 
and to propose a pedagogical solution. A critical ethnographical approach will enable a 
critique of how cultural representations of self and other are projected in L2 teaching, since 
ideologies are not questioned merely through an interpretive approach (Scotland 2012). 
Critical ethnography differs from ethnography by having a political purpose (Pastor 2011; 
Thomas 1993). For this research, I will adopt a critical stance to certain cultural norms and 
assumptions of superiority that are evident in educational practices. A ‘political’ dimension 
will be most evident in the last chapter where certain educational norms and assumptions 
will be critiqued, with a view to providing a more ethical approach to the teaching of 
language and culture that is critically reflexive on the cultural collective self and the subtle 
underlying cultural assumptions of Western superiority.           
 
3.3 Research Design and Participants 
 
Students from four Australian universities and lecturers from three universities that teach 
Indonesian were included in this research. The core eligibility requirement for students to 
be included in this research is that they were formally studying Indonesian language at or 
through an Australian university at the time of the data collection. A design feature sought 
students from two cohorts: those who were taking part of their Indonesian language studies 
in an in-country language program (see Table 1), accredited by their university in 
Australia; and those who only studied Indonesian in Australia (see Table 2). Participants 
demonstrated a range of characteristics in terms of their language learning background, 
age, gender and courses of study being undertaken, and ranged from first to third year in 
their particular courses. They originated from four different states and territories in 
Australia and demonstrated a range of backgrounds and learning experiences, all of which 
helps contribute to diversity and richness of research data. 
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Prior Study of 
Indonesian 







Anita Female 17-22 
 
1 year Kos (cheap 
private 










when she was 
young. 
Jan Female 17-22 1 year Kos 
(cheap private 
accommodation)    
Some at 
primary school 
and 2 years at 
university. 
None. 









Carly Female 17-22 6 weeks Hotel  Some at 
primary school 





when aged 11. 
Bob Male 17-22 6 weeks Hotel  2 years at 
university. 
None. 
Jim Male Mature 
age 
6 weeks Losmen 
(cheap 
accommodation 
like an inn)    






Student participants listed in Table 1 undertook in-country study in either short-term 
programs, of six weeks duration, or long-term programs of one year. To ensure students 
remain anonymous, I assigned all participants pseudonym names and do not provide 
specific times of their in-country study. This is an important step as in-country programs 
established by Australian universities in Indonesia are small in number, which makes it 
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easier to identify individual programs and potentially for insiders to identify individual 
students.  
 
Anita and Jan studied in a long-term program in Java, which attracts students from all 
Australian states and territories, helping ensure that their identities remain anonymous. The 
remaining four students studied in a short-term program on the island of Lombok. As a 
collaborative joint program between four Australian universities, revealing the location of 
Lombok does not identify a particular Australian university or individual students. This 
short-term intensive language program had formal language classes five days a week, 
complemented by additional ‘cultural’ activities and excursions. Students arranged their 
own accommodation and had chosen between staying in a homestay with a family, a hotel 
or similar cheaper accommodation options.     
 
Anita and Jan first studied for one semester in an intensive language program in central 
Java before undertaking a one-semester individual research program in East Java. The 
individual research involved writing a dissertation in Indonesian and an oral presentation 
of final findings to an assessment panel, also in Indonesian. Their individual research each 
involved individual placements in local non-government organisations. This required them 
to engage with the local community and with local issues, and enabled them to conduct 
ethnographic research based in a local organisation. Their engagement with local 
communities and a local host organisation yielded rich and diverse experiences that were 
grounded in social interaction.           
 
Table 2. Student Participants who had only studied in Australia 
Pseudonym name 
of participant 
Gender Age Prior Study of 
Indonesian 
Prior Travel to 
Indonesia 
 
Fran Female 17-22 2 years at 
university. 
None 
Sophie Female 17-22 2 years at 
university. 
None 
Lucy Female 17-22 High school 
1 year at 
Family holidays 
C H A P T E R  T H R E E  
 50
university 
Mary Female Mature 
age 
2 years at 
university. 
More than 20 times - 
holidays mainly to Bali 
Brit Female 17-22 2 years at 
university. 
Several holidays to Bali. 
 
In-depth interviews were conducted with all participants. Interviews were conducted in a 
relaxed manner, in order to elicit participants’ personal experiences, attitudes, opinions and 
aspects of their own cultural background that may be of broader relevance to this research. 
The data collection phase was carried out over a period of eight months. Two interviews 
were conducted with students who undertook in-country study, first in Indonesia during 
their in-country study program and again in a follow-up interview, one semester after they 
had returned to Australia. This revealed shifts in students’ identity positions and cultural 
perceptions over time and place, including how they viewed the cultural other. It also 
revealed how they perceived the self as being split, as individual and as part of a cultural 
collective. Splitting the self in this way enabled them to detach their individual self from 
the collective self. This enabled student participants to disassociate themselves from what 
they thought it meant to be an Australian or a Westerner. I draw data from student 
interviews to discuss a range of intercultural issues in Chapters 4 onwards. 
  
Three lecturer participants were also included in this research from different universities in 
three states and/or territories. At the time of interview, they each taught Indonesian 
language to student participants in this research project. The inclusion of lecturing staff in 
the data is important for a more in-depth exploration of the pedagogical implications of 
research findings from student participants. The range of student and lecturer participants 
provides different perspectives and contributes to a more holistic view of the pedagogical 
dimensions of language teaching and learning. Data from interviews with lecturers also 
reveal how they themselves view culture and intercultural engagement, how they address it 
in their teaching and how they view students’ acquisition of language and culture. 
Examining lecturers’ perspectives is also useful for considering how they see their students 
engaging inter-culturally. The perspectives of L2 teaching staff, and how they view 
intercultural dimensions in their teaching, complements student data and provides 
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important pedagogical input that enriches this research. Details of lecturer participants are 
provided in Table 3 below. 
 




















Richard yes yes yes no male 
Margaret yes yes yes no female 
Brian yes yes no no  male 
 
All lecturer participants were non-native speakers of Indonesian. This was useful for 
examining an ‘outside’ perspective of Indonesian culture from L2 educators. An ‘outside’ 
perspective of Indonesian culture is one of the key areas of focus of this research, so it is 
useful to examine the perspectives of non-native speaking L2 educators. At the time of 
interview, Margaret and Richard were directly involved with in-country study. Brian was 
not directly involved with in-country study, but he had often taught students who had 
undertaken Indonesian in-country study, in both long and short-term programs, through 
other Australian universities. This meant that Brian had an appreciation of the influences 
that in-country study has on students, but from a relatively ‘outside’ perspective, compared 
to Margaret and Richard who were directly involved with short-term in-country study 
programs in Indonesia. I draw data from interviews with these lecturers to discuss 
pedagogical implications in Chapters 9 and 10. 
 
3.4 Ethnographic interviews 
 
An ethnographic interview is described as being an affable conversation from which the 
researcher learns how the participant as informant sees the world. The relaxed nature of 
this type of interview means that the informant is more likely to open up and almost forget 
it is an interview (Sobolewski 2009). Such an approach is useful for exploring the 
intercultural dimensions of the informant’s self, as identities are constructed and even 
deconstructed through everyday verbal interaction (Georgakopoulou 2006). Interviews 
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used in this research were ethnographic in nature but can also be referred to as semi-
structured or in-depth interviews (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005). The semi-structured nature 
of these interviews enabled flexibility in questioning and discussion that was useful in 
eliciting a representation of the informant’s perception of reality (Minichiello, Aroni & 
Hays 2008). Gillham (2000) suggests that semi-structured interviewing is the most 
important form of interviewing and potentially the single richest source of data.  
…in-depth interviews aim to explore the complexity and in-process nature of meanings and 
interpretations that cannot be examined using positivist methodologies. In-depth interviews are 
more like conversations than structured questionnaires. (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005:56). 
 
The approach adopted for interviews is consistent with what Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 
(2008) describe as semi-structured interviews based on an interview guide developed 
around a list of topics or issues without fixed wording or a fixed order. Issues discussed 
related to the research questions but the types of questioning and discussion were flexible, 
and depended on the participants. Discussions were in-depth, with some interviews 
exceeding one hour in duration. Issues raised by participants were explored in greater 
depth through probing to elicit clarification or examples. This was an effective approach, 
as semi-structured interviews provide “a more valid explication of the informant’s 
perception of reality” (Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 2008:65). 
 
Audio recordings were made of all interviews as a complete reference for subsequent 
detailed analysis. Recording interviews for research is regarded as “…vital to the quality of 
insight to be gleaned from each interview” (Schostak 2006:51). An audio recording obtains 
a full and accurate record of the interview that allows greater analytical depth, and is better 
able to capture ambiguities of responses as well as anecdotal information in its entirety. 
Moreover, audio recording frees up the interviewer by removing the need to take notes, 
making it possible for the researcher to be more observant of non-verbal cues and of the 
surroundings during the interview (Neuman 2011). Recording also allows the interviewer 
to develop a better rapport with the interviewee through more natural interaction 
(Minichiello, Aroni & Hays 2008).  
 
Some interview discussion diverged, to what seemed at the time of interview as obscure 
matters, but which participants felt were important or of interest. In certain cases, I only 
fully appreciated the importance and relevance of particular topics of discussion after the 
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interviews, during subsequent analysis. With a focus on issues of identity of self and 
others, some of the discussions were of a personal nature and certain aspects touched on 
sensitive issues. It was therefore important to establish a relaxed and non-threatening 
atmosphere for discussion. This enabled participants to offer anecdotes and reflections 
from personal experiences, which in some cases were quite emotional. Some students 
commented that they enjoyed the interview discussion, finding it a cathartic experience to 
reflect on issues of self-identity. By reflecting on personal experiences of intercultural 
engagement, it was evident that participants were still in the process of gaining a better 
understanding of how they had been affected by their experiences and how it affected the 
way they saw the world around them.        
 
Interviews had a distinctive collaborative dimension whereby meaning was co-constructed 
dialogically and critical reflections occurred subjectively and inter-subjectively during the 
event of the discussion. The dialogic dimension of interviews is particularly useful for this 
research where elusive concepts to do with culture were posed for discussion. Adopting a 
post-modernist approach that regards knowledge and ‘reality’ as being co-constructed in 
social interaction is highly appropriate and consistent with ethnographic practices 
(Lambert, Glacken & McCarron 2011).   
 
Interviews were conducted in the field, where in broad terms the field is defined as where 
the students were living and studying at the time. More specifically, the field, in terms of 
interview locations, was a familiar setting chosen by participants. Upon confirming 
students’ interest in participating in the research, and their willingness to participate in 
extended-interviews, I travelled to where the students were. For the student cohort who 
studied in Indonesia, the first interviews were conducted where they were studying in 
Indonesia. Participants were invited to suggest a suitable place and time for the interviews, 
which were conducted in a relaxed manner. If participants agreed for the interview to be 
recorded, which they all did, the only further suggestion I had was that the location not be 
too noisy, to enable a reasonable quality audio recording. Interview locations were usually 
in public places chosen by participants. In Indonesia, interview locations included 
restaurants of the students’ choice and a hotel where students were staying. Students 
frequently referred to things we saw or heard during the interview, reflecting its 
ethnographic nature. In several interviews, this included the Muslim call to prayer, which 
prompted discussion of how Islam and other religions were practiced in daily life. Noise of 
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traffic and passers-by also prompted discussion, as did other visual and sensory cues from 
the immediate surroundings, such as other people’s behaviour and language use, the taste 
and presentation of food and drinks ordered during lunch time interviews and a range of 
other everyday conditions that prevailed at the time of interview such as the heat of the day 
or a tropical downpour of rain.  
 
All student participants were interviewed in Australia, including the in-country study 
cohort’s follow-up interviews. I travelled to where the students were living at the time to 
conduct face-to-face interviews in four Australian states and/or territories. Participants 
were invited to suggest a suitably relaxed place where they were comfortable for the 
interviews. As was the case for interviews conducted in Indonesia, the only other request I 
made was for a sufficiently quiet location suitable to record our discussion. Interviews in 
Australia were held in cafes, university campuses, a roadside bench seat and even a pub 
(bar). I regard these interview locations as being in the field, since discussion focussed on 
students’ perceptions of society, culture and social interaction, including that of the self. 
These were real-life locations that were familiar to participants and ones that they had 
chosen. For participants who were first interviewed in Indonesia, the Australian setting of 
the follow-up interview provided a productive stimulus for reflexive thought of self and 
other, particularly the cultural collective self.      
 
Lecturer participants were interviewed in their offices at their university campuses, which 
also provided a contextual setting conducive to the topics of discussion. In interviews with 
lecturers, a range of factors related to the local settings emerged and provided additional 
cues for discussion and for observation. Such cues included reference to materials relevant 
to pedagogy such as books, wall posters, artefacts and realia that we could see in their 
offices. Other cues included daily workplace matters, where two interviews were 
interrupted by student enquires. Rather than being disruptive, these interruptions acted as 
impetus for relevant discussion, including discussion of pedagogical matters, thereby 
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3.5 The Role of the Researcher 
 
My involvement in this research positions me as both outsider and insider. I am an outsider 
from the perspective of student and lecturer participants, as being from another university.  
However, I am an insider insomuch that I am an Indonesian language lecturer and as a 
non-native speaking learner of Indonesian language I have insights and experiences similar 
to those of student and lecturer participants. I am also an insider in terms of having 
organised and co-ordinated Indonesian in-country language programs for Australian 
university students. Being an insider assisted in the collection, identification and analysis 
of rich and relevant data. On the other hand, being an insider in this research carried the 
risk of imposing my own assumptions and pre-conceived notions on the investigation. 
Throughout data collection and analysis, I have been mindful to remain open and attentive 
to the detail and breadth of data.  
 
During data collection interviews, I was mindful of the importance of being impartial and 
of maintaining an open-minded approach, in order to obtain a broad range of data, rather 
than imposing or even implying pre-conceived notions that may have pushed interviewees 
in a particular direction. Whilst the design of this research guided the direction of the 
investigation, open-ended research questions and an exploratory approach offered scope to 
investigate a broad range of issues, and the potential to include ‘the unexpected’. In data 
collection and analysis, my role has been to consider anything that may have been 
potentially relevant to the investigation. This meant keeping an open mind throughout, and 
conducting interviews in such a way that diverse data were collected and matters of 
potential importance were not dismissed or overlooked. The importance of some data only 
became apparent during subsequent in-depth analysis, which highlights the importance of 
capturing everything reasonably possible during the data collection stage.    
 
In qualitative research, knowledge is thought of as being co-constructed during interaction 
between researcher and participants, rather than discovered, as such. In semi-structured 
interviews, it is important to act impartially, to create a natural and relaxed atmosphere and 
to convey a genuine interest in what the participants as informants have to say. In these 
research interviews, I endeavoured to empower participants by explaining that the research 
focussed on their own unique experiences, perceptions and reflections. I emphasised the 
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exploratory nature of the research and that there were no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers. The 
relaxed and open-ended approach helped create an atmosphere where participants 
responded frankly and at length, rather than attempting to tell me what they thought I 
wanted to hear. I was mindful of the risk of participants feeling disempowered in relation 
to myself, as researcher. To overcome that risk, I sought to create a relaxed atmosphere to 
help elicit open and honest discussion. This led to interviews of an extended duration that 
were effective in yielding rich data infused with anecdotes of intercultural experiences and 
reflections of intense encounters, tensions and joyous moments that revealed aspects of self 
and others. As participants reflected on their intercultural experiences, they reinterpreted 
and reconstructed their understanding of past experiences and how those experiences had 
affected them.      
 
Stake (1995, 2010) notes the pivotal role of the researcher not only as a gatherer of 
interpretations but also as an interpreter. As researcher, I recognise that the interpretations I 
have placed upon participants’ perceptions or ‘realities’ are highly dependent on my 
understandings. I bring relevant experience and insights to this research but at the same 
time am mindful of the potential for bias in my interpretations. This is inevitable and 
should not necessarily be viewed as an impediment to the research. In fact, Yin (2009) 
suggests, that in order to produce a high quality analysis, the researcher needs to bring 
expert knowledge to the research project. I feel a familiarity with much of the data that 
emerges in this research, as I have travelled a similar pathway to student participants and 
currently do a similar job to lecturer participants. Similar to some student participants, I 
learned Indonesian at an Australian high school and university and undertook an 
Indonesian in-country study experience. I am therefore familiar with the types of issues 
and experiences that emerge in the data of this research, but purposely did not divulge 
those details of my background during or before interviews. I was mindful of the risks of 
appearing more knowledgeable or experienced than participants and sought to provide 
opportunities for them to explain things fully. By prompting discussion of relevant issues 
and adopting a role of interested listener, I encouraged participants to speak at length 
thereby enabling them to generate ideas, and to construct meaning through reflective 
analysis. Interaction between researcher and participants during interviews also has the 
effect of co-constructing meanings and realities. I prompted or moved the interview along 
when necessary, but did not directly challenge participants about their opinions and 
perceptions. At times I asked them to expand upon or clarify things that they had said, and 
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to provide examples as a form of explanation. I tried to do this without showing signs of 
judgement and in a non-threatening way, in order to elicit full and frank responses.    
 
3.6 Data Analysis 
 
To analyse the data of this research, I adopted a thematic approach, consistent with that 
proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). They propose six phases of analysis as: 
familiarising one’s self with the data, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing 
themes, naming themes and writing up the report.  
 
I commenced the first two of these phases, familiarising myself with the data and initial 
coding, during data collection, which was carried out over a period of eight months. 
Becoming familiar with the data enabled coding to commence, a process where data were 
organised and reduced to see what issues were evident (Wiersma & Jurs 2009). This initial 
analysis focused on student participants’ data and the first two research questions, which 
are how students view Indonesian culture and how they engage the Indonesian cultural 
other. The third research question, about pedagogical implications of this research is 
addressed later in the research project, and necessarily builds on the analysis of earlier 
chapters.  
 
By design, this research was conducted over an extended period, where students who 
studied in Indonesia were interviewed twice, first during their study experience in 
Indonesia, and again in follow up interviews, one semester after they had returned to 
Australia. Time between the first and follow-up interviews revealed shifts in students’ 
perceptions and identities. The time gap between interviews was also useful for 
familiarising myself with the data and for initial coding. With data collection spanning 
eight months, I was able to undertake initial coding progressively, and become better 
informed of issues of importance for subsequent interviews. As Stake (1995, 2010) 
suggests, analysis is underway throughout the project. Similarly, Wiersma and Jurs (2009) 
are firmly of the view that data collection and analysis occur together. I was aware of this 
in semi-structured ethnographic interviews, where my role as interviewer in guiding 
discussion, meant that I was inevitably involved in the co-constructing of meaning and 
identity positions. Such dialogic interaction is conducive to identity construction and even 
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deconstruction (Georgakopoulou 2006), and during the interview conversation, I inherently 
guided discussion in an analytical manner. As I engaged participants in open and in-depth 
discussion about themselves, their experiences and perceptions of otherness, my immediate 
interpretations of what they told me were an integral analytical dimension of the data 
collection that helped shape the direction of discussion.     
 
During the extended phase of data collection, I made full transcriptions of interviews that 
had already been undertaken. I transcribed all interviews by manual typing, while listening 
to the digital audio recordings. This was very time-consuming, as some interviews 
exceeded one hour in duration, but it enabled me to become very close to the data content, 
not only in terms of breadth but it also provided me with a detailed knowledge of the data. 
An extended period of data collection was useful in initial coding, and better-equipped me 
in subsequent interviews to identify key aspects. For example, in preparation for each 
follow up interview, I revised the participant’s first interview and referred to their earlier 
perceptions of intercultural experiences. This was useful in identifying how participants’ 
perspectives had changed across time and space and how they had become more self-
reflexive and critical of their collective cultural self. However, any such prompting only 
involved what they as an individual had told me, and my main approach for interviews was 
to maintain an open approach and to treat each participant as an individual with a unique 
story to tell.    
 
After all interviews had been completed and fully transcribed, initial coding was done for 
the first research question, which relates to student perceptions of Indonesian culture. For 
analysing data, I used hard copies of transcripts and a combination of hand-written and 
typed note taking and highlighting to identify key words, phrases and sections. In 
identifying initial codes, I repeatedly read, skimmed and scanned all transcripts as I 
developed a list of codes and started searching for themes. By grouping codes into similar 
categories or themes, I produced themes of related cultural phenomena. This process also 
proved to be time-consuming and involved a great deal of careful revision of the relevant 
transcript data, to examine specific contexts and decide which codes best-fit which theme. 
Revising and deciding on themes were helpful in reducing the large amount of data into a 
succinct and workable form. These phases of analysis are the third and fourth steps that 
Braun and Clarke (2006) refer to as searching for themes and reviewing themes. The next 
steps were defining or naming themes before finally being able to write up the research 
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findings. Naming themes meant finalising themes and required reviewing detailed coding 
notes thoroughly. Chapter 4 is the product of writing up research findings for the first 
research question. Table 4, in Chapter 4, contains the three themes that I nominated as 
representing students’ perceptions of Indonesian culture. They are: traditional values, 
diversity of society and norms of social interaction. Each of these themes is a category, 
under which there are various related codes (see Table 4).       
 
Having addressed the first research question in Chapter 4, the second research question, 
which examines how student participants engage inter-culturally with Indonesians, is 
explored in Chapters 5 to 8. The second research question examines how Australian 
students interact with the Indonesian other, and as such builds on the first research 
question, about how students view the other. In examining intercultural interaction, I 
interpretatively analyse extended descriptions from the transcript data of students’ 
reflections of their intercultural experiences. The approach is still thematic in nature in 
exploring the intercultural imagination (Chapter 5), the dialogic self (Chapter 6), 
experiences in intercultural spaces (Chapter 7), and otherness (Chapters 8). For these 
chapters, data is used more in the form of extended quotes, which allows analysis of micro-
sociological aspects of intercultural engagement, as well as critically analysing what 
students say, using a Foucaldian macro-historical analysis, that reveals insights into 
background societal ideologies of participants. I am then in a position to address the third 
research question, which explores the pedagogical implications of research findings of the 
first two research questions. In doing this, I also use critical analysis to examine certain 
educational norms and assumptions.  
 
In addressing each of the three research questions I consider the research data holistically. 
However, for more in-depth analysis, I also undertake targeted analysis of data, for 
example by separating student participants and lecturer participants. This is to focus more 
sharply on particular research questions. Student participant data is most relevant for the 
first two research questions that relate to student perceptions of Indonesian culture and 
how students engage the Indonesian cultural other. I also examine the two student 
participant cohorts separately. Students who had studied in Indonesia and students who had 
only studied in Australia are examined separately, in order to investigate the experience of 
each cohort as language learners. This is a useful distinction to make as it informs the 
proposed pedagogical approach, which contains an in-country study component, but also 
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focuses on effective language study in Australia. Further analysis of the third research 
question, which relates to pedagogical implications of this research, draws heavily from the 
data of lecturer participants. Drawing from lecturers’ insights is most useful in addressing 
pedagogical issues that I cover in Chapters 9 and 10, yet it also builds cumulatively on 
earlier Chapters 4 to 8, which focus on students’ perceptions and experiences. In this way, 
analysis is undertaken in a targeted manner where specific data is separated and analysed 
in great detail, but analysis is also holistic in nature, particularly in the later stages of the 
research.    
       
3.7 Ethical Issues  
 
Before commencing data collection, I obtained formal approval from Deakin University’s 
School of Education’s Human Ethics Advisory Group4 to conduct human research as 
outlined in this chapter. The application and approval process to conduct human research is 
informative, stringent in its requirements and effective in raising awareness among 
researchers that all research involving human participants carries inherent risks. Due to the 
relatively non-invasive nature of this research, the potential risks were minimal. However, 
it is important to identify potential risks and to have taken steps to reduce their likelihood, 
and to be prepared to minimise potential negative effects, should they eventuate. The main 
risk in this research is for the individual participants. I was aware of the possibility of 
participants asking me, as the researcher, what other participants had said, particularly 
between lecturer and students. Relaying any such information could have created or 
exacerbated tensions between students and their lecturer. This highlights the importance of 
maintaining absolute confidentiality and impartiality.   
 
There may also have been risks to participants’ institutions. For instance, if the research 
findings were highly critical of institutional practices or of its staff, there would be 
potential for harming of the institution’s and individual’s reputation. These risks have been 
minimised by being aware of relevant ethical issues and adopting ethically sound research 
practices. Broad areas for ethical consideration in qualitative research are informed 
consent, deception, privacy and confidentiality and accuracy (Christians 2008; Somekh & 
                                                 
4 Approval was granted for this research by the School of Education’s Human Ethics Advisory Group within 
the Faculty of Arts and Education, Deakin University. The Project Reference number is: HEAG (Ed)08/03. 
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Lewin 2011). These appear as common themes that consistently identify the need to treat 
research participants with respect and morality (Babbie 2010; Mertens 2010). Each of 
these key issues is addressed below in the context of this research.  
 
3.7.1 Informed Consent 
The ethical key to gaining approval from participants involved in research is that they were 
fully informed about the nature of the research and of their involvement and that they 
chose to participate without coercion of any type (Babbie 2010; Christians 2008). Mertens 
(2010) notes how some researchers do not divulge their real purpose when gaining consent 
for participation for fear of losing participants or interfering with data collection. This 
research posed no risk in that regard. While no research activity is entirely risk free, the 
nature of this research is very unlikely to be harmful to the individual participants or their 
institutions. Potential risks to participants involved in this research are addressed under 
privacy and confidentiality (see 3.7.3). 
 
3.7.2 Deception 
Whilst there is nothing in the aims of this research that requires its real purposes to be 
concealed, the issue of deception has potential to emerge in other ways, unless ethical 
practices are employed. For instance, I purposefully excluded students from the university 
where I teach. Whilst not a necessary step, in the context of the participant-researcher 
relationship, I felt that dealing directly with students whom I taught could lead to a conflict 
of interests where students may have felt compelled to participate and to tell me what they 
thought I wanted to hear. If this research had a more specific focus such as a program 
evaluation or evaluating my own teaching practice, then the research design would 
necessarily have been different. However, given the broad nature of this research, it has 
been more useful to draw participants from multiple universities who had a more diverse 
range of experiential backgrounds, such as students who studied on long-term in-country 
programs. Data may not have been as rich if I restricted participants to one university, such 
as merely recruiting students from my own institution. To do so would have left open 
potential for a perception of coercion and skewing of the data. In balancing up the pros and 
cons of designing this research project, I decided that ethical considerations of scholarship 
should take precedence over convenience for the researcher.  
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There is potential overlap between deception and informed consent in that if participants 
were not fully informed of potential risks of participating in this research, then it could be 
said that they had been deceived. The ‘common sense’ principles of ethics were applied in 
this case and participants were rightfully fully informed. Participants were informed of 
measures taken to ensure their privacy and confidentiality and of potential risks, both in 
writing and verbally before the interviews. 
 
3.7.3 Privacy and Confidentiality 
Christians (2008) notes the importance of protecting participants’ identities and the 
research locations, the need for data to be concealed or secured and only to be made public 
in an anonymous manner. Christians (2008) notes that ‘watertight confidentiality’ is not 
always possible and that it is possible for ‘insiders’ to sometimes recognise ‘disguised 
locations’. Given that the field of Indonesian language teaching in Australian universities 
is relatively small, and that most lecturers tend to know others around the country, it is 
possible that some ‘insider’ Indonesian lecturers in Australia could guess participating 
universities from a close reading of this work. However, as Christians (2008) notes this 
may be unavoidable despite effective measures to preserve privacy of participants and 
research sites.  
 
Since this research involves four different universities it is more difficult even for insiders 
to identify individual participants or particular institutions. To help ensure privacy and 
confidentiality, no individual participant or participating institution is named in this 
research. The timing of participant interviews is also deliberately unstated, to further 
protect the identity of individual student participants. These measures were explained to 
participants prior to their agreement to participate. Participants were also informed of their 
right to withdraw from this research at any time and that if they did withdraw that their 
data would not be used. This is to protect participants’ privacy and to reduce unforseen 
risks that could have arisen as a result of this research.  
 
To ensure confidentiality and privacy, all audio recordings and written summaries of 
interviews have been coded for my reference only and all data securely stored on the 
password protected university system. No names of individual participants, their institution 
or location appear on data; pseudonyms were used instead. Confidentiality has been 
maintained throughout this research as I have been mindful of potential risks. For example, 
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it would have been unethical to mention to participants what other participants had told me 
in individual interviews. As researcher, it is important to maintain confidentiality, 
impartiality and not to relay anything said by participants to other participants. For 
example, to have divulged what had been said by a lecturer or a student from the same 
university, to either participant, would have had potential for adverse effects. This scenario 
highlights the importance of confidentiality for all participants.  
 
3.7.4 Accuracy 
The kind of scenario described above could lead to ethical concerns about whether or not 
to include data that reflects negatively on others or on the institution. To deal with this in 
an objective and scholarly robust manner I considered all relevant perspectives as 
potentially useful. All data were considered on their merit rather than at a personal level. 
For example, if there were findings that reflected poorly on particular participants or an 
institution they would be handled sensitively but be considered no less ‘valid’, merely due 
to their contentious nature. For the sake of good scholarship, contentious findings cannot 
be merely discarded for fear of repercussions. This highlights the importance for data to be 
used anonymously and for confidentiality to be upheld throughout. I considered all data as 
potentially useful and agree with Babbie (2010) that truthful reporting is a moral and 
ethical obligation of research. In this research, I am committed to accurate reporting and 




In this chapter I have outlined the ethnographic approach adopted for this research, the use 
of ethnographic interviews as a research method for data collection, the research design, 
the role of the researcher, how data were analysed, and ethical considerations. The research 
methodology outlined is primarily interpretive in nature, using a thematic approach, but 
also contains dimensions of critical ethnography and Foucauldian discourse analysis to 
enable a more holistic and complex analysis of intercultural phenomena. The next chapter 
examines data from student participants to examine their perceptions of Indonesian culture. 
Chapters 5-8 examine in more depth how student participants see themselves and the other 
through multiple lenses of intercultural engagement, while Chapters 9 and 10 culminate 
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with a holistic view, also drawing from the data of lecturer participants to examine the 
pedagogical implications of this research. 








In exploring Australian students’ perceptions of Indonesian culture and of the cultural 
other, this chapter primarily addresses the study’s first key research question. However, it 
also relates to the second key research question, by providing insights into how Australian 
students interact inter-culturally. Data that relates to students’ cultural perceptions are 
embedded in students’ anecdotes of interactional experiences. This is not surprising since 
identity positions are formed through social interactions (Georgakopoulou 2006) and it is 
by examining how students reflect on their actions that identity positions can be 
extrapolated.   
 
I start with a focus on how Australian students perceive Indonesian culture. As exploratory 
research, I do not prescribe a notion of Indonesian culture to participants and interview 
questions are open-ended. The notion of culture is purposely not defined in order to elicit a 
holistic portrayal of students’ views of Indonesian culture. Where students ask what is 
intended by the notion of culture, they are invited to use their own definition. 
Alternatively, a working definition is co-constructed during the interview that is guided by 
examples that students present. Participants’ responses to questions around the issue of 
Indonesian culture are typically descriptive in nature. 
 
By designing the research to include two cohorts of student participants, those who have an 
in-country study experience in Indonesia and those who do not, a greater range of data is 
collected. As a systematic and thorough initial analysis of data, each cohort is discussed 
separately in this chapter. First however, all student data from both cohorts are considered 
holistically and summarised in Table 4. Summarising the broad range of participants’ 
perceptions of Indonesian culture is useful to gain a concise overview of the data. In 
summarising the data into this concise format, initial codes are grouped into categories of 
similar features. In some cases, overlaps or connections between codes enable categories to 
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be readily formulated. The three key categories of cultural aspects are listed below and 
numbered, to indicate structure for this chapter’s discussion:  
4.2 Traditional Values 
4.3 Diversity of Society 
4.4 Norms of Social Interaction 
 
A more complete picture of the range of participants’ perceptions of Indonesian culture is 
outlined in Table 4 below. Information in Table 4 is grouped into the three key categories. 
Each category contains participants’ views of aspects of Indonesian culture that they 
consider significant. Each cultural aspect is numbered to indicate the order in which they 
are discussed.         
 
Table 4. –Australian Students’ Perceptions of Indonesian Culture 
4.2 Traditional Values 
4.2.1 Religion 
4.2.2 Tradition/cultural practice/rituals 
4.2.3 Marriage/Family/Gender 
4.3 Diversity of Society 
4.3.1 Regional Diversity 
4.3.2 Linguistic Diversity 
4.4 Norms of Social Interaction 
4.4.1 Respect/Status/ Politeness/Tolerance 
4.4.2 Friendliness/Easy-going 
4.4.3 Directness  
4.4.4  ‘Communalness’ 
4.4.5 Humour 
 
As a framework for discussion, Table 4 shows categories of cultural aspects that are most 
similar or inter-related. This is not to deny connections between different categories. For 
example, Religion from the key category of Traditional Values is also relevant to the key 
category of Diversity of Society, insomuch that different religions are noted as reflecting 
the diversity of Indonesian society. However, the data shows that students perceive religion 
as having a stronger connection with the category of Traditional Values, namely 
Tradition/cultural practice/rituals, Marriage/family and Gender, than it does with the 
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category of Diversity of Society. For the sake of clarity and conciseness, specific codes are 
not duplicated across categories. Interconnectedness of codes from different categories is 
discussed in subsequent analysis. As the data is drawn from in-depth interviews, 
participants elaborate in detail about aspects of Indonesian culture. Each of the key 
categories from Table 4 is now examined more closely. 
 
4.2 Traditional Values 
 
Table 5 below demonstrates that traditional values are perceived by student participants as 
important aspects of Indonesian culture. This view is strong across both student cohorts, 
with religion being recognised unanimously as an important cultural feature. In Tables 5 to 
7, where participants identify the particular aspect(s) as characteristic of Indonesian culture 
a “Yes” is indicated. A “No” means that participants do not identify the particular aspect(s) 
as characteristic of Indonesian culture.     
 
Table 5. Student Participants’ Views of Traditional Values 




























Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Tradition/cultural 
practice/rituals 




No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Yes = participants identify this/these aspects as traits of Indonesian culture.  
No = participants do not identify this/these aspects as traits of Indonesian culture. 
 
4.2.1 Religion   
4.2.1.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
Religion is viewed by participants who study in Indonesia as a prominent aspect of 
Indonesian culture that reflects diversity and complexity. Religious diversity is noted 
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through the existence of Islam, Hindu, Christianity and Catholicism, with Islam being 
reported as the most prominent religion. The significance of religion, as identified by 
student participants, is reflected by Jim who, when interviewed in Indonesia during a short-
term in-country study program, suggested that:  
… religion plays quite a large role in Indonesia and certainly the complexities to do with 
religion really shaped this place for what it is. 
 
Observations and social interaction allow participants a nuanced view of Islam in 
Indonesia. A range of descriptions are mentioned including non-violent fundamentalists, 
devout conservatives, devout progressives and modern liberal progressives. Three of the 
six participants who studied in Indonesia mention violent fundamentalists as terrorists but 
all such references are in relation to negative stereotypes that they encounter in Australia.  
The quote below refers to prayer rituals and dress for women and shows how Jan perceives 
flexibility and tolerance between varying practices:   
… from the girls I’ve met in my kos5 or at uni or whatever, and there’s a complete range of 
attitudes from everything to where you pray and how you pray and what you wear and all that sort 
of stuff and everybody’s completely accepting of whatever their friend chooses, so if it’s a friend 
who’s malas sholat6 it’s up to them. If they don’t want to wear a jilbab7, that’s how they are; if 
they do want to wear a jilbab and they want to wear a really big one that’s them, you know if they 
don’t want to show their ankles that’s their choice; it’s not an impact on anyone else – it’s just 
personal – it’s not clamping down…  
 
The following quote describes Anita’s observations of her young women friends, with 
regard to the wearing of the jilbab, the Muslim head dress often worn by women and in 
relation to women smoking. This quote suggests that Anita sees Muslim culture in 
Indonesia as being influenced by modern Indonesian culture in a more progressive or 
liberal direction.       
… a lot of Muslim friends during the day wear a jilbab, but at night time ask for a smoke 
after they’ve taken off the jilbab so the idea of the devout Muslim culture is changing with 
modern Indonesian culture but is now saying it’s OK for young women to smoke …  
                                                 
5 Kos is an Indonesian word for boarding accommodation where students often reside. 
6 Malas sholat means one cannot be bothered praying. 
7 Jilbab – Muslim head scarf worn by women. 
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Four of the six participants who studied in-country report religious tolerance. One of these 
participants describes Australian stereotypical views as portraying Indonesia as a very 
conservative, hard-line Muslim country. The participant herself was adamant that 
Indonesia is not like that. Bob, who studied under a short-term program in Lombok, reports 
“absolutely no tension” and sees Islam and Hindu co-existing in harmony, while Jan 
suggests that religious tolerance and acceptance of difference is essential for Indonesia to 
remain ‘united’. 
 
Anita, a participant who studied in Java for one year, perceives greater religious 
acceptance in Indonesia than in Australia. She makes the distinction between tolerance and 
acceptance of religious difference, commenting that she sees religious tolerance evident in 
Australia rather than acceptance. By contrast, she believes there to be greater acceptance of 
religious difference in Indonesia. 
 
Despite the perception of tolerance of religious differences in Indonesia, five of the six 
participants interviewed in Indonesia report not having a religion as being problematic. 
They perceive religion as a mandatory dimension of Indonesian society. Jan describes 
having a religion as necessary in Indonesia:  
It’s very important to believe in God – no matter which way you go about it – you have to 
believe in God – people won’t accept me thinking there’s no God. … 
Professing to atheism is seen as taboo. Four of the six participants interviewed in Indonesia 
identify themselves as atheists and report difficulties when they had revealed this to 
Indonesians. The fifth participant does not elaborate on personal beliefs but does mention 
the assumption and expectation that she is a Christian and that she avoids discussing 
religion.  
 
Participants report that they had frequently been asked their religion during social 
interaction, including in initial introductions when meeting people. From the way 
participants report being asked, it is evident that Indonesian interlocutors expect 
participants to have a religion. Several participants who revealed to others that they are 
atheists report that the response from people is one of astonishment. During her first 
interview in Indonesia, Anita says: 
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I often get asked what’s my religion. I have to say, because I’m an atheist, that does not 
exist here at an official level, so I have to either make up a religion, so when I paint a 
picture of myself to these locals, because they’re asking me these sorts of questions, it’s 
not me - at all, because the correct answers, the true answers can’t be spoken. If I was to 
say I’m an atheist, and I’ve made that mistake, it scared a couple of my friends – seriously 
– because they were devout Muslims and they were wondering where I got my morals 
from. Do I have any? Personally, I love the idea of secular morals, humanistic, humane 
morals, that aren’t determined by certain religious groups or whatnot – here that concept 
doesn’t exist… 
 
During her first interview in Indonesia, Jan who also identifies as being atheist, explains 
how she handles religious expectations:  
Most of the time when people say ‘What religion are you?’, I just say Christian. Easier than 
going into that whole debate. So, I normally only have that conversation with people I’m 
pretty good friends with. 
Participants that identify themselves as atheists during social interaction in Indonesia later 
reflect upon their experiences in social encounters and suggest that stating outright one’s 
self to be an atheist is culturally inappropriate. As a result, they report in subsequent social 
encounters saying they are Christian, as the religion that they assume is expected of them. 
Adopting such a position is found to be helpful to avoid offending people and in reducing 
the likelihood that religion is discussed further. By contrast, where participants tell people 
they are atheists, it often leads to further discussion that participants find to be very 
uncomfortable.     
 
During his first interview in Indonesia, Bob attributes religious beliefs to the common 
behaviour of not wearing a helmet when riding a motor cycle, in relating an encounter with 
a friend in Indonesia:  
…she rode a scooter and she drove in at night time. I go “why aren’t you wearing a 
helmet?” and she said because the police can’t see me so they can’t charge me. I said “what 
about safety?”  and she said “oh tidak apa-apa”8 - it doesn’t matter. I think it comes back 
to, from like me sitting down and thinking why is this happening? I’m always trying to do 
that … I suppose it can be something like the very religious side of Indonesians – where 
                                                 
8 Tidak apa-apa in this context means something along the lines of ‘it’s not a problem’. 
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everyone has to have a religion – and a lot of people are religious … I suppose it comes 
back to that whole fate thing; if they’re going to crash and they’re gunna get injured that’s 
God’s will and so why bother wearing an uncomfortable helmet? I think it comes back to 
that…” 
For the student cohort who studied in Indonesia, religion is identified as a prominent trait 
of Indonesian culture and their experience in social interaction in Indonesia provided the 
opportunity to see how religion plays out in everyday life. For five of the six participants in 
this cohort, who identified as being atheists, it was confronting to be asked about their 
religious beliefs and to risk offending people when declaring their atheist position. Before 
they went to Indonesia, these participants seemed to be unprepared for dealing with 
religious issues as being an assumed part of one’s belief system and everyday lifestyle. 
This raises the question of how religion might be addressed in L2 programs in Australia as 
a dynamic social interactional issue, and in terms of developing greater awareness and an 
appreciation of different views and attitudes of a cultural other, rather than merely looking 
at religion as what Liddicoat (2002) refers to as a static issue of culture, such as in terms of 
facts and figures, and traditional ceremonies and rituals.    
       
4.2.1.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
Student participants who only studied in Australia perceive religion to be an important 
matter in Indonesia. This awareness is based on several identifiable influences, namely 
experiences whilst holidaying or travelling in Indonesia and information from lecturers, 
teachers and friends, as well as from their studies.  
 
Brit, who had never been to Indonesia, believes that an Indonesian Muslim teacher 
provided the opportunity for her to understand how Islam affects Indonesia, and how it is 
different to ‘Islamic nations’, which she adds Indonesia is not. She believes that personal 
experience through interaction provided that understanding. Brit adds that her Australian 
lecturer for Indonesian had also emphasised the significance of religion in Indonesia:  
He has very much tried to inculcate that into our learning, especially the matter of religion 
and faith in Indonesia. One experience he spoke to us about was if you go to Indonesia it’s 
very important you have some kind of faith because they’re very religious people, 
regardless of what their faith is.     
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This student views the Muslim faith as representing part of a daily lifestyle that is 
prominent in Indonesia, evidenced by the wearing of hijabs, going to the mosque and polite 
and respectful interaction. She sees the influence of religion on daily lives as distinctly 
different from that of Australian culture. This student’s reflections demonstrate the effects 
of classroom teaching and interactions with teaching staff on raising a conscious awareness 
of cultural elements. Sophie, another participant who had never been to Indonesia, views 
Indonesia as having an Islamic basis, which she contrasts with “almost an atheist kind of 
culture of Australian society.”  
 
Not having studied in Indonesia but having travelled to Indonesia six times, Lucy describes 
Indonesia’s religious diversity, yet notes the prominence of Islam. She describes a Muslim 
girl from East Java that she met during a trip to Indonesia who she has kept in contact with 
via email. Lucy’s Muslim friend explains her faith, which Lucy describes in the following 
way:  
… her way of life is very different to any sort of Islamic life I’ve learned about from other 
parts of Indonesia. 
Clearly, Lucy feels enriched by her experiences in social encounters which include 
discussion of religion. She explains her own position on religion in the following way:  
I’m still not sure where I stand on religion for myself but by keeping open, especially 
travelling through a country that’s full of so many different religions, I feel like I’m taking 
away probably more than I’m actually giving, like I really value it – just the ability to share 
cultures, I guess, but I don’t really know what I’m sharing. 
 
Before visiting a friend in Jakarta for the first time Lucy had imagined what it would be 
like: 
…from what I’d heard through my friends, through books, my understanding was that 
there was going to be this overwhelming element of religion … I was expecting to see 
everyone wearing sort of Muslim clothing … I was expecting a lot more and then I met up 
with my friend in Jakarta and she was in shorts and a T shirt. …it wasn’t as traditional as 
what I’d thought it’d be – there was this real strong element of modernness, women 
weren’t necessarily covered up, they were showing skin, there was still the element of 
religion present and I guess that kind of speaks to my misunderstanding of religion as 
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well.… my understanding of Indonesian culture or part of Indonesian culture – just because 
you can’t see it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s not there.  
Mary, a mature age student participant who had frequently holidayed in Bali describes a 
sense of spirituality that she experiences in Bali:  
I get a different feeling when I’m there too. I always think there’s something weird going 
on there, like they call it the island of the gods, I know, but it is a funny different feeling 
sometimes, especially in different areas where you go and it’s like – I dunno what it is – 
you can’t even – it’s almost like a mystical, spiritual tug on the heart string – dunno what it 
is.  
She perceives religion as being fundamental to people’s life and identity in Indonesia, and 
sees religion as a legal obligation. Also having travelled to Java, she is aware of religious 
diversity including Islam and Buddhism, in addition to Hinduism, which she has frequently 
observed in Bali. Her following quote suggests a negative stereotype that she sees as being 
widespread in Australia:  
I guess it’s unfortunate when I think of religion in Indonesia I now think of the extremists 
Muslims, like everyone else in Australia… 
 
Fran, who had never been to Indonesia cited studies as informing her of the prominence of 
religion in Indonesia. In addition to her language studies, she had studied about Islam in 
Asia and was of the opinion that Indonesia has a unique interpretation of Islam, resulting in 
Indonesia not being as strict as other parts of the world where Islam is prominent. She was 
of the view that Pancasila, the Indonesian constitution, has reinforced religious values as 
part of a national identity, that are consistent with ‘unique Islamic values’ where Indonesia 
has a Muslim majority but is not an Islamic state.   
   
This cohort of participants who had not studied in Indonesia perceive religion as having an 
important influence on Indonesian culture. Their perceptions had been shaped by several 
influences. Observations and interaction whilst holidaying or travelling in Indonesia 
emerges as a prominent factor for some participants, as do interactions with Indonesian 
native speaking lecturers or tutors, as living examples of the culture. Non-native speaking 
lecturers and teachers are another source of information or knowledge. Knowledge is also 
acquired from non-language related formal study, friends and non-specified reading 
material that contributes to a cognitive or intellectual awareness of religion in Indonesia. 
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Knowledge obtained from study in Australia tends to provide these students an imagined 
vision of religion in Indonesia that is heavily influenced by traditional factors. For some 
students, imaginings of a conservative religious traditionalism are challenged when they go 
to Indonesia and experience social interaction.     
 
4.2.2 Tradition/cultural practice/rituals  
4.2.2.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
Anita, who studied in Java for one year, suggests traditional Javanese culture is consistent 
with Islamic beliefs, in terms of segregated roles for men and women. She also suggests 
that things that are acceptable for women are changing, citing the example of female 
friends who smoke cigarettes in the evening after removing their jilbab. She views 
upacara9 or ceremony as a prominent part of Indonesian culture and believes various 
ceremonial government events where tea and coffee are consumed as being a waste of 
money. She gives the example of Independence Day parades where Indonesian culture is 
showcased, most visibly in the form of traditional dances from different regions. She 
perceives this practice of projecting traditional Indonesian culture as an effort from the 
government to maintain Indonesia as a nation, as a collection of many different ethnic 
groups, religions and languages. 
  
In Anita’s view, her Indonesian friends try to project a modern, quasi Western identity by 
taking her to shopping malls. She rejects the notion of shopping malls as being 
representative of Indonesian culture because she perceives the traditional markets as being 
the place where they go and shop. Anita thinks her Indonesian friends took her to shopping 
malls because they imagined she would enjoy the atmosphere, attributing the modern 
venue to her liking, as a Westerner. By contrast, and as an apparent contradiction, Anita 
views local traditional specialities as something typically projected to visitors. For 
example, she mentions batik10 as being held up with pride in Yogyakarta, despite most 
locals not being involved in its production.   
 
                                                 
9 Upacara refers to ceremonies or special events, either traditional or modern. 
10 Batik refers to a traditional, colourful dyed cloth material with intricate motifs that is often used as part of 
traditional or formal dress.   
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Jan, the other participant who studied in Indonesia for one year does not have a great deal 
to say about traditions, cultural practices and rituals. However, she regards Indonesians as 
being proud of their traditions, particularly local traditions from their area such as dress, 
beliefs and food. She also cites the traditional Javanese wayang11 puppets as being proudly 
regarded as part of Indonesian culture. Jan also perceives cultural practices as being 
regarded as important by Indonesians. The example she cites is an observation of a group 
of street kids being addressed by an official who counselled them to pray five times a day 
and to bathe twice a day.    
 
Joy, who undertook a short-term in-country study program, makes no direct mention of 
traditions, other than saying that traditions are a part of culture. However, she does identify 
a big difference between Indonesia and Australia as being that ritualistic ceremony is not 
practiced in Australia. This was in relation to an event in Indonesia she attended that 
included numerous formal speeches, including welcomes and farewells. She sees religion 
as being linked to formality in customs.  
 
Another female participant interviewed during a short-term in-country study program, 
Carly views traditions and ritualistic practices as an important dimension of culture. She 
feels traditions are prominent in Indonesia, that they are largely centred on religion and 
largely adhered to. By comparison she perceives there to be a lack of traditions in 
Australian culture, beyond ‘mateship’ and a ‘laid-back’ attitude.    
  
Bob, who also undertook a short-term in-country study program, mentions ceremonies as 
part of Indonesian culture, which he associates with respect and high status. He notes daily 
rituals associated with religion as being prominent in Indonesia, such as the Hindu practice 
of burning incense and the Muslim practice of daily prayers and women wearing a jilbab. 
He also comments on the appearance of bearded Muslim men wearing flowing white robes 
and Arabic head-dress.  
 
Jim, who also undertook a short-term in-country study program, comments on what he 
regards as one of many complex contradictions he had observed in Indonesia as being 
“…this old Indonesian way of living juxtaposed to modern culture…” He regards 
                                                 
11 Wayang – traditional Javanese shadow puppets 
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traditions as still being evident in villages in the form of “fragments of past village life” but 
sees traditions being gradually threatened or replaced by results of modernisation. By 
contrast, he views modernisation to be rapid in large cities.  
 
Consistent with the thinking of Holliday (2011), this cohort of students who studied in 
Indonesia demonstrate tendencies to essentialise Indonesian culture in describing traditions 
and cultural practices as representative of Indonesian culture. In doing so, a binary logic 
emerges in the data where some participants see Indonesian culture as being what their 
own background culture is not. This is most evident in Anita’s view that shopping malls 
are not part of Indonesian culture and demonstrates an act of othering where an 
essentialised view that the activity of going to a shopping mall is seen as a Western 
phenomenon, therefore it cannot part of Indonesian culture. This assumes that practices are 
mutually exclusive between cultural groups and suggests an idealised reductionist view of 
culture as a static phenomenon (Liddicoat 2002) that seeks to maintain cultural boundaries. 
As such it is a repressive view that denies the other the potential to change and 
dynamically shape what constitutes as being their cultural practices. By contrast, Jim 
recognises the complex nature of culture in observing apparent contradictions where 
elements of traditional and modern practices are combined to form new and emerging 
identities.     
 
4.2.2.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
Having travelled to Indonesia several times, Lucy comments that Indonesia is not as 
traditional as she had previously imagined. Her perceptions of Indonesian culture had been 
shaped by what friends had told her and from what she had read in books. When Lucy 
went to Indonesia what she saw was more modern than she had previously imagined. Lucy 
associates women ‘not covering up’ as part of modern dress, which is more common than 
she had imagined. However, during her time in Indonesia, Lucy’s new-found-friends 
invited her to various religious and village ceremonies from which she was able to 
appreciate their culture and way of life.  
 
Lucy attributed her very traditional pre-conceived notions of Indonesia as being a result of 
exposure to text books, which tended to emphasise traditional culture. She identifies her 
experience in Indonesia as providing an appreciation of how modern aspects are an integral 
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part of Indonesia. While recognising modern technology is not necessarily uniformly 
available across the country, the following quote demonstrates how her experience 
travelling in Indonesia challenged her pre-conceived traditional notions of Indonesia:  
…. something I didn’t expect to see walking through a street of Jakarta or even Bali – 
everybody’s got a mobile phone…  
 
Brit, who had holidayed in Bali several times, sees Indonesian culture as being very 
traditional with an emphasis on customs and related religious practices. She reports a 
strong liking for the customs and traditional aspects of Indonesia, which she views as 
prominent in shaping the Indonesian culture. Brit regards traditional practices as a good 
foundation to innovate and develop in a constructive, rather than restrictive, manner. 
 
Mary, a mature age student who had often visited Indonesia, particularly Bali, reflects a 
traditional view of Indonesian culture. When asked how she perceives an Indonesian 
identity she responds:  
Funny, I always think of the lovely ladies in their dancing outfits when I think of an 
Indonesian identity.  
She also cites the influence of formal study of Indonesian culture, with a focus on the arts, 
dance, music, poetry and literature that she was studying at the time of the interview. She 
reports being fascinated by wood carvings, which she perceives as representing a major 
investment of time by the craftsmen of months or years to finish a piece of art. 
 
Neither Fran nor Sophie had been to Indonesia. Both perceive Indonesian culture as being 
traditional in nature. Sophie cites her Indonesian language study since primary school as an 
influence where she experienced extra-curricular activities such as Indonesian festivals 
involving food, music and wayang puppets. She also mentions interaction in the form of 
Indonesian visitors to her primary school and native-speaking Indonesian tutors at 
university. Fran sees traditional dance and art as being unique and prominent in Indonesian 
culture with traditional society being highly respected, but adds this is not the case across 
the country. She expresses an interest in traditional Indonesian music in the form of the 
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gamelan12 orchestra. She also views Indonesian society as having strong rituals, for a range 
of occasions including marriage and death, which she sees as varying on a regional basis.  
 
Fran comments on a tendency for people to romanticise and glorify things that they don’t 
understand and intimates how this may apply to customs and rituals. Perhaps she 
comments on this as she is aware that she herself has done that. This is consistent with the 
notion of imaginings of ‘the exotic other’, where the notion of a cultural other is 
essentialised (Holliday 2011) and reduced to food and festivals, as noted by Nieto (2009) 
and Coyle (2009). Data of this research suggests that student participants have been 
affected by essentialised notions of culture, which they themselves note as arising from 
their education, the Australian media and their social background in Australia. Some of 
those notions have often subsequently been challenged and altered by experience in 
Indonesia, as was Lucy’s experience. Yet in other instances, such as with Brit, who 
essentialises the other as being very traditional, in-country experience has reinforced her 
existing perceptions of Indonesia, although it is worth noting that Brit’s in-country 
experience was predominantly in Bali as a tourist.    
 
 4.2.3 Marriage/family/gender 
4.2.3.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
After studying in Indonesia for one year, Anita identifies gender issues with segregated 
roles for men and women as an influence of Javanese culture and Islam. She suggests that 
sex before marriage is a contentious issue and notes campaigns against ‘free sex’ and 
AIDS. She also comments it is difficult to define what is intended by ‘free sex’. Her 
observations are that behaviours are changing and that physical contact between boys and 
girls in public is increasingly acceptable. She expresses a feeling of being restricted in 
Indonesia because of gender issues where men and women face different societal 
expectations. For example, she feels compelled to wear certain clothes, due to social 
expectations. She also perceives gender to be a closed topic in Indonesia and so feels 
unable to discuss it.   
 
Jan, who also studied in Indonesia for one year sees marriage as being culturally 
significant in Indonesia, where a common expectation is to marry young and to think of 
                                                 
12 Gamelan refers to a traditional gong orchestra, common in Java and Bali.  
C H A P T E R  F O U R  
 79
having children. She reports frequently being asked if she is married and when she will 
marry. She experiences a common reaction of dismay when replying that she is unsure if 
she will ever marry. Jan also perceives marriage as having a religious dimension and as a 
non-religious person does not see the importance of a marriage ceremony. She reports 
meeting gay Indonesians who say they will marry and have children in order to please their 
parents and grandparents, and because they view having a family of their own as 
important. 
 
Jan reports being sexually harassed by a man in the street. Friends advise her to wear a 
jacket to avoid such harassment, and, as a woman, not to go out alone. Other women 
comment that they are not harassed because they wear a jilbab. She feels that appropriate 
dress is an issue for Western girls going to Indonesia to study, whereas boys do not need to 
worry about that side of things. She finds the need to dress conservatively as somewhat 
restrictive but sees it as a way to reduce unwanted attention. During her time in Indonesia, 
Jan questions femininity as she is regarded by people who she lives with as a ‘tom boy’. At 
first she does not understand why this is so, but comes to understand that signs of 
femininity are seen to be long hair, how people eat, speak, walk and dress, including 
wearing jewellery. Jan tells of gender discrimination from a story of an Indonesian female 
friend whose mother did not permit her to go to work in Singapore as it was too far away, 
yet her brother went on exchange to the US and Holland. Her Indonesian friend reports that 
her brother was afforded much more freedom than she was.  
 
During a short-term in-country program, Jim sees women in Indonesia as having a lower 
status than men and as being subservient. Yet he suggests respect for one’s mother is 
typically greater than that for one’s father. He observes it is very common in general 
conversation to ask if one is married and sees family as playing an important role in 
society. He regards it as contradictory that there is a strong value on marriage, yet men can 
have two wives. Even more of a contradiction, he believes that it is tolerable for men to 
have sex with another woman whilst maintaining a marriage.    
 
As a female student who undertook short-term in-country study, Joy sees family and 
marriage as the highest priorities in Indonesian society. She reports often being asked if 
she is married. From her experience of boarding with an Indonesian family, she sees the 
father’s role as figurehead of the family, but in practical terms as very much in the 
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background, whereas the mother shapes the family and does all the work, which effectively 
means that she is head of the family. She also speaks of being called out to on the street 
and sexually harassed with propositions. She perceives this to be the result of a negative 
stereotypical view of Western women due to a different dress standard, an assumption of a 
lack of religion and morals, and a ‘Western notion’ of ‘free sex’. She also partly attributes 
that behaviour to boys and girls who have restricted social interaction before they are 
married.  
  
Carly, who also undertook a short-term in-country study program, experienced people in 
the street calling out to girls, such as “Hey sexy”. She mostly experienced that in the tourist 
area in Bali. She also reports being frequently asked if she is married, if she has a 
boyfriend and if she wants a boyfriend. When in bars and clubs in tourist areas she recalls 
being propositioned a lot, in a way that was far more direct than she experiences in 
Australia. Whilst acknowledging these experiences are limited to tourist areas, she 
perceives this phenomenon is due to the tendency of marrying younger in Indonesia.  
 
For the cohort of students who studied in Indonesia, their perceptions of marriage, family 
and gender as important cultural issues had been shaped by their experiences in social 
interaction. This is consistent with the notion that culture is constructed and co-constructed 
during social interaction (Lee 2011). As a result of social interaction, Jan questions her 
own understanding of femininity and her identity as a female and Anita reports feeling 
restricted by gender expectations whilst in Indonesia. Cited by all students who studied in 
Indonesia, a clear example of how social interaction had shaped their understanding of 
Indonesian culture was their experiences of frequently being asked if they were married, 
often when they first met people. This led them to see marriage status is an important 
cultural and identity issue in Indonesia.  
  
4.2.3.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
Marriage and/or family is referred to by all participants who only studied in Australia, and 
all but one refers to gender issues in discussion of Indonesian culture. Fran, who had never 
been to Indonesia, believes the role of women to be very contentious in Indonesia and 
Australia. She believes that the role of women in Indonesia is framed against a religious 
background, with a large Islamic basis, whereas the role of women in Australia is 
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constructed under “ … a secular, almost atheist kind of culture of Australian society.” She 
believes marriage in Indonesia requires ceremony as part of a “ritualistic culture”, in order 
to legitimise it. Fran also mentions watching an Indonesian film, entitled Berbagi Suami13, 
which focusses on the issue of polygamy. She views polygamy as being frowned upon by 
many Indonesians but accepted by some.  
 
Sophie, who had also never been to Indonesia, cites family values as being very important 
to two Indonesians she knows. She mentions the practice of going home for Hari Raya14 
and the celebratory dinner at the end of Ramadan, as being an important event to be with 
family.  
 
Brit, who had holidayed in Bali several times, comments on gender issues in Indonesia in 
the following way:  
There seems to be, like, a male dominance to the country, but I think the Indonesian 
women tend to lead from behind. They’re not the said leader of the family, but they do play 
a huge role in how the family works, provide education for the children, they’re an 
important factor, but I don’t think they’re acknowledged as much, but I don’t think women 
have a problem in ascending through ranks in Indonesia as much as we have had here. 
 
Having travelled to Indonesia several times, Lucy recognises family as a significant aspect 
of Indonesian culture, in saying:  
I think the first thing I learnt from Indonesians about what is important to them and the 
way they wish to, kind of, portray themselves, is this kind of value of family; and it’s 
probably one of the biggest things I’ve taken away from spending time with Indonesian 
people, is that, it doesn’t really vary across the islands ...  
 
Mary, who had frequently holidayed in Bali, alludes to gender issues and the significance 
of marriage when commenting that she is frequently, if not routinely asked if she is 
married and where her husband is. The following quote from an interview in Australia 
reflects the scrutiny she had felt by saying she was divorced, which she perceives to be 
somewhat of a taboo in Indonesian society:  
                                                 
13 The film title berbagi suami translates as ‘sharing one’s husband’. 
14 Hari Raya = celebration at the end of the fasting month of Ramadan. 
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I don’t want them to think I’m just this loose woman, a single mother. Here it’s OK but 
there it’s sort of not – in a lot of ways I have found. 
Mary describes different gender ‘roles’ or behaviours in a stereotypical manner:  
Women in shops, in the markets, they usually like to talk about babies and families. The 
men tend to talk about rock music a lot, sex, and they’re quite direct with it, which also 
surprised me, considering. I think they watch too many James Bond movies. They see 
these western women as totally out there, and I dress appropriately. I’m so conscious of it. 
As a Western woman, Mary feels as though she had been objectified and treated very 
differently to how Indonesian women are treated. However, she believes that such a 
misjudgement can be quickly overcome by getting to know people. Mary also believes that 
there has been a shift in gender roles from what she had observed over the 20 or 30 years 
that she has been travelling to Indonesia. She recalls her early observations in Bali where 
women were doing heavy, manual work such as carrying bricks and stone in buckets while 
men sat around playing cards, drinking tea and smoking. With development, she feels that 
now many women, as good communicators, have gone into the tourist industry and retail 
sectors and men tend to work more in manual labour.   
 
These student participants who had only studied in Australia demonstrate an awareness of 
the importance of marriage, family and gender in Indonesian culture that has largely been 
shaped from social interaction. Despite not having studied in Indonesia, three of the five 
had holidayed in Indonesia, mainly in Bali, although Lucy had travelled more widely. Brit 
notes an apparent cultural contradiction where she sees Indonesian society as male 
dominated yet perceives women to show great leadership, including the workplace context. 
Sophie, who had never been to Indonesia but had experienced social interaction with two 
Indonesian friends in Australia, is aware of the importance of family values and of the 
cultural practice of getting together to celebrate Hari Raya. Fran, who also had never been 
to Indonesia and had very limited social interaction with Indonesians, demonstrates views 
based on her formal studies, including an Indonesian movie, and shows tendencies of a 
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4.3 Diversity of Society 
 
Participants overwhelmingly view Indonesia as possessing a diverse society. Table 6 
shows that participants perceive regional and linguistic diversity as being key factors.  
 
Table 6. Student Participants’ Views of Diversity of Society 
































Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
Yes = participants identify this/these aspects as traits of Indonesian culture.  
No = participants do not identify this/these aspects as traits of Indonesian culture. 
 
4.3.1 Regional Diversity  
4.3.1.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
Bob suggests that Indonesian culture demonstrates a complex historical influence of 
“layers of religion”, with religious diversity including Islam and Hindu. He believes there 
is such great regional diversity that the Indonesian archipelago could be divided into five 
or six separate countries. Despite noting a national identity, Bob feels that many 
Indonesians also identify with their regional identity. Linked to their ethnic background, he 
feels this regional identity is often stronger than the national identity.  
Joy comments on Indonesia being multicultural and religiously diverse and mentions her 
Indonesian lecturer’s mother as being “half Chinese”. She also observes a diversity of 
wealth in Indonesian society.  
 
Anita sees Indonesian culture as very diverse and influenced by different ethnic groups, 
languages and religions across the country. She believes an Indonesian national identity is 
part of an imagined community and far less tangible than it is projected as being. She 
views local or regional identities as being dominant over a national identity and regional 
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diversity as significant. She describes each region as being distinctive for having its own 
identifiable speciality (referred to as khas15 followed by the place name), which acts as a 
source of pride and is associated with the local identity.     
  
When interviewed in Indonesia at the end of one year studying there, Jan describes how 
she sees Indonesian culture: “ … I’m not really sure what Indonesian culture is.”  She 
elaborates about diverse regional cultures that are often represented by each area having its 
particular speciality and sees pride in local traditions. She reports frequently being asked 
what the speciality is where she comes from, to which she had no answer.  
 
In a follow up interview six months after returning to Australia, Jan reflects on how she 
sees Indonesian culture as complex and difficult to define:  
Just meeting people from different parts of Indonesia, you have an understanding of the 
diversity as well, and it’s sort of, it’s really complicated, and not just different parts but 
people of different socio-economic status as well, really different people. 
Jan observes a diversity of practices relating to religion, attitudes and behaviour that leads 
her to view Indonesian culture as complex and diverse. She points out that people in 
Indonesia are very proud of their regional identity and she feels that regional identities are 
stronger than a national identity. The following quote shows how strongly Jan views 
regional identity and that she perceives regional identity to be somewhat static: 
… where you’re from is where you’re from, and that’s it. So, the kids in my house were 
from Madura, and if you’re from Jakarta then that’s what you are – like, you’re never 
gunna be Arema16, you’re not going to be Malang, you’re always where you’re originally 
from. So there’s no – like you can fit in somewhere – but there’s no question that you’ll be 
a local. 
 
Jan speaks about an Indonesian friend who consoles her in times of frustration by 
explaining that certain things are just aspects of Indonesia. By contrast, Jan explains, 
beliefs, dress and food are very much more characterised by local cultural identities. This 
suggests an identity split of the collective Indonesian self, where people may disassociate 
                                                 
15 Khas is used to describe something distinctive, often something distinctively local.  
16 Arema = derived from arek Malang, meaning ‘Malang kid’ denoting a local identity associated with the 
city of Malang. 
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themselves from negative aspects, by portraying those negative aspects as national traits, 
but may align themselves with local identities by claiming positive aspects as local traits.  
In line with the notion of multiple identity positions, Jim sees Indonesia as being far more 
complex than he had previously imagined. He describes Indonesia as a diverse ‘melting 
pot’ with religion, ethnicity, wealth, status and modernisation adding to the complexity. 
Similarly, Carly sees Indonesia as regionally diverse with social norms varying across the 
country. She also believes that the religious diversity is characterised by tolerance between 
the different religions. 
 
Despite participants’ realisation that Indonesian culture is complex and diverse, which is in 
line with the notion of identity as being multiple (Bhabha 1994; Weedon 1997), there is 
also a static view of different cultural groups (Liddicoat 2002) and maintenance of cultural 
boundaries, in terms of regional identities. Jan firmly believes that regional identities 
represent a fixed framework for differentiating identity positions, whilst Anita suggests 
that local identities are dominant over a national identity. Jan and Anita view a national 
identity as an elusive, far less tangible concept than regional identities. Anita views the 
national identity as an imagined community with essentialised characteristics, a view 
consistent with Anderson (1991).     
 
4.3.1.2 Students who only studied in Australia  
Fran is aware of different dialects and different ethnic groups in Indonesia. She feels that 
as an archipelago Indonesia is very diverse and different culturally across the islands. She 
comments on the diverse and complex nature of Indonesian culture in the following way:  
I think the problem with talking about Indonesian culture in general is that it is a 
conglomeration, and while I know a fair bit about the culture of Tanah Toraja, a fair bit 
about Javanese, a good bit about the city of Jakarta, something about Bali and Sulawesi, 
they still have their own regional languages, their own ways of doing things, their own 
rituals and customs and views of food and gender and all sorts of things. A lot of these 
things they have in common but discerning the patterns between that commonality and 
trying to think of it under the umbrella of one single culture when it is actually a 
conglomeration of many different cultures – it is hard to make generalisations.   
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In terms of diversity, Brit says:  
Indonesia itself is a mass of islands and so I think they all have their own individual 
cultures. There’s just so much to Indonesia – I don’t think you can bottle it into one sort of 
culture… 
Despite religious diversity that Brit notes across different regions, she suggests that respect 
and politeness are common cultural traits in Indonesia and are therefore more general 
cultural traits, rather than particular to any regional religious influences.  
 
The following quote reflects Lucy’s perception of some of the complexities of regional 
diversity as she questions a general notion of Indonesian culture: 
I’m still sort of trying to figure how to even define Indonesian culture because as you kind 
of say yes, there’s Balinese culture, but every single island, and not just every single island, 
but every single village has a different kind of culture so there’s no way to generalise it. 
I’ve found, even within Bali, from the north to the south, it varies completely and it’s 
completely different, with you know, commonalities but my time in Java, my time in 
Sumbawa, my time in Lombok, it’s all been completely different – there is no definition of 
the culture. 
Lucy views the notion of culture as something that is complex and often difficult to see. In 
terms of cultural and religious traits, she says: “… just because you can’t see it doesn’t 
necessarily mean it’s not there.”  
 
Having travelled to Bali and Yogyakarta, Mary feels that the culture between those places 
is “totally different” and how it is difficult to generalise about an Indonesian identity 
because people are so different from place to place. She also sees religion as part of 
regional diversity in Indonesia and makes particular mention of Hinduism and Islam.  
 
This cohort of students who had not studied in Indonesia share a view that Indonesian 
culture is complex and difficult to define. In attempts to articulate a sense of Indonesian 
culture, they see regional diversity as highly variable across Indonesia and more readily 
definable because of differences. As such, they demonstrate a binary logic that tends to 
distinguish between ethnic groups in identifying aspects that appear to be mutually 
exclusive. While this is frequently done by Indonesians and non-Indonesians alike, 
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including in academic contexts, applying a binary logic carries inherent risks of 
overgeneralising and othering and needs to be balanced with other ways of understanding.   
 
4.3.2 Linguistic Diversity 
4.3.2.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
Bob refers to a diversity of language in terms of formal and informal styles of language, 
which Joy also refers to as being different styles of language that she calls “local 
Indonesian” and “university-taught Indonesian”. Participants who study in Indonesia show 
a strong awareness of formal and informal styles of Indonesian, but most are struggling to 
come to terms with the associated cultural complexity that these styles entail.   
 
Diverse language usage is something Jan also experiences and she sees it linked with 
politeness and regional identity. Studying in Java, she reports being addressed as mbak (a 
Javanese term of address for Miss) followed by her name, which she feels symbolises 
acceptance and familiarity at a more local level, implying a closer friendship. This reflects 
regional variation in the use of Indonesian language and the influence of local languages. 
She also identifies diversity in language use as being dependant on the level of familiarity 
with the interlocutor and the formality of the situation in what she refers to as “…different 
levels of interaction”. The following quote reflects how Jan experiences regional identity 
to be reflected by language and how language is related to behaviour:  
I had some friends who were always calling me putri17 Solo, ‘you’re so polite, you always 
have your legs crossed and you’re always so sweet and quiet’ - like people tell you where 
you’re from - based on how you act and how you speak. The girls I’ve met here, they say, 
like, ‘your accent’s so Jogja’- you know, they’re picking up something that’s regional from 
what I’ve learnt.   
 
Having spent a semester in each of the two provinces of Central Java and East Java, Jan 
finds herself adapting to regional varieties of Indonesian language.  
I spent most the time in Java, like, it feels like, people are different and they expect you to 
act in a different kind of way or even just like tiny language differences between Jogja and 
                                                 
17 Putri is a polite, and potentially endearing, term for girls or ladies. It can also mean princess.  
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Malang – you just find yourself fitting in to, like, the way people speak – they don’t say 
‘nggak’18, they say ‘ndak’19 or something like that… 
What Jan refers to above is regional dialectal variation of Indonesian language. This is 
separate to regional or local languages, which are entirely different languages, such as 
Balinese and Javanese languages. Participants show an awareness of dialects of Indonesian 
as well as regional languages but do not clearly differentiate the two. However, their socio-
linguistic awareness of different contexts and how to adapt their language to engage 
different interlocutors reflects their experience in social interaction in Indonesia, which is 
quite in-depth, particularly in the case of Anita and Jan, who each studied in Indonesia for 
one year.     
4.3.2.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
Students who had only studied in Australia did not show the same awareness of linguistic 
variety in Indonesia. However, Brit insightfully mentions the use of different dialects in 
Indonesia and that “structures in Indonesian society” influence language use, particularly 
in terms of how pronouns are used to address people. Lucy and Mary both comment on the 
variation between formal and informal styles of Indonesian as being diverse.  
 
Acquiring well-developed socio-linguistic skills is a significant challenge for L2 learners 
of Indonesian, as what is often presented and conceptualised as formal and informal 
stylistic variation of language, has subtle but important cultural implications, which often 
go unnoticed by L2 learners. Perhaps referring to linguistic variation merely as formal and 
informal styles is reducing the cultural content of language whilst favouring linguistic 
form. This seems to be a particular problem for L2 learners of Indonesian, as the difference 
between formal and informal language seems to be much greater than is the case for 
English language. This stylistic variation in Indonesian is regarded as a diglossia (Sneddon 
2003), which poses challenges for L2 learners not only to grasp the vastly different 




                                                 
18 Nggak – an informal word for ‘no’ that may be associated with Javanese language.  
19 Ndak – another informal word for ‘no’ that tends to be associated with particular regions of Indonesia.  
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4.4 Norms of Social Interaction 
 
There is an array of norms of social interaction that student participants identify, as evident 
in Table 7 below. This suggests that participants are highly aware of the relational 
dimension of their intercultural experiences and that the interactional nature of their 
experience as language learners is important.     
 
Table 7. Student Participants’ Views of Norms of Social Interaction 

































Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Directness  
 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No 
‘Communalness’ 
 
No Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes No 
Humour 
 
Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
 
Yes = participants identify this/these aspects as traits of Indonesian culture.  
No = participants do not identify this/these aspects as traits of Indonesian culture. 
 
4.4.1 Respect, Status, Politeness, Tolerance 
4.4.1.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
Anita reflects on her year studying in Indonesia, and describes having to make a real effort 
to be as polite as she can be because she feels politeness is expected. One way she does 
this is to carefully choose appropriate pronouns for addressing people. Selecting 
appropriate pronouns in Indonesian relates, in part, to the relative status of interlocutors. 
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Another act of politeness is to dress conservatively and wear what she believes is culturally 
acceptable. She finds politeness to be a common trait in Indonesia: 
Politeness is probably, I find, it’s everywhere in Indonesia. Everyone is polite to you, as far 
as they can be.  
When interviewed in Indonesia, Anita refers to tolerance in saying:  
… you have to value other people’s perspectives more because according to local tradition, 
or local values, it’s wrong to openly object to something that somebody else has said. You 
have to appreciate other people’s perspectives more and appreciate how they choose to do 
things. 
Anita views it culturally inappropriate to openly disagree with people and comments that 
to successfully live and operate in Indonesia one needs a great deal of patience.  
 
Bob feels that respect, politeness and tolerance are highly evident in Indonesian society. 
He believes that: “Indonesians have a much more in-depth sense of politeness”. He sees 
social interaction as reflecting the hierarchical nature of Indonesian society. Bob observes 
respect being demonstrated by the choice of pronouns used in addressing people, in 
particular the terms bapak20 and ibu21. He notes the use of formal language as a reflection 
of respect and status that he observes in interaction between staff at the university, which 
he contrasts with “the street talk that you get when you’re talking to guys at the warung.22” 
However, he adds that age is very much a part of social hierarchy so that even in a warung, 
which he sees as a domain of ordinary people, he addresses the owners as Pak23 or Bu24.  
 
Bob notes dress as an important cultural dimension related to politeness and respect. A link 
with Islam is observed, including women wearing a jilbab. He comments on the formal 
dress of university teaching staff where men wear batik shirts and women wear a jilbab. He 
reports making an effort to dress conservatively by generally wearing long trousers and 
that he avoids wearing short pants that were above the knee in length and chooses to wear 
shirts rather than singlets.   
                                                 
20 Bapak=literally meaning ‘father’; also a respectful term of address for men, similar to mister or sir in 
English. 
21 Ibu = literally meaning ‘mother’; also a respectful term of address for women, similar to ma’am in English.  
22 Warung = road-side stalls, including places to eat and small shops.  
23 Pak = an abbreviated form of bapak (see footnote no 14 above). 
24 Bu = an abbreviated form of ibu (see footnote no 15 above). 
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Bob suggests tolerance is evident by an absence of tension between religions. He feels that 
any man wearing a peci25 is afforded great respect and that a peci is often worn by older 
men, whom he addresses as Pak. Whilst in Indonesia, Bob experienced great social 
acceptance in saying “everyone wants to talk to you” and “everyone wants to know about 
Australia”. He believes that people are proud that he has visited Indonesia from a Western 
country. This implies an assumed perception of a superior status of Westerners.   
 
Whilst studying in Indonesia, Joy also feels acceptance. She views respect and status as 
prominent cultural traits of Indonesian society, which are related to issues of conservative 
or modest dress and formality. She too sees the use of pronouns in addressing people as 
significant markers of respect, citing the examples of Pak and Bu. She feels that respecting 
one’s elders and leaders is an important part of Indonesian culture and is related to national 
pride. She also notes the importance of social status and cites differentiated roles that she 
witnesses in her host family between the father, mother and a live-in maid.        
 
Jan regards dressing appropriately in Indonesia as important and she feels this is especially 
the case for females.  
It’s not like anybody in Indonesia tells you have to dress a certain way, but if you don’t 
dress a certain way, you get the sort of attention that’s unwanted and that sort of thing. 
Despite citing appropriate dress as an issue, perhaps ironically, Jan also comments that 
different dress standards is an area where tolerance was shown. 
I just remember amongst a group of girls – the ones who wear a jilbab are the ones who 
wear a really long jilbab and the girls who don’t wear one a jilbab at all, those who wear 
shorts, and just the range - they’d all just be friends and it wasn’t an issue, and that 
surprised me because I thought people would be really kind of separate in their beliefs and 
their friendship groups as well, but it wasn’t like that at all.   
 
On the whole, Jan views Indonesian society as a lot more tolerant and open than Australian 
society. She feels that there is a genuine curiosity of other cultures in Indonesia that is not 
evident in Australia. As a result of her in-country experience in Indonesia, Jan views 
                                                 
25 Peci = Black hat often worn by Muslim mean. Symbolic of Islam but sometimes also associated with 
national dress. 
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patience and the ability to accept difficult circumstances as prominent cultural traits and as 
essential attributes for living in Indonesia. She also identifies politeness as a trait of 
Indonesian culture, which she sees as bringing an element of predictability to interaction: 
“…because of the politeness you know how you’re supposed to talk and they know how 
they’re supposed to respond so it’s easier, it just makes social interaction easier.” By way 
of example, Jan says that typical interaction with a becak26 driver involves joking around 
whereas dealings with a lecturer are generally serious. She suggests that although these 
interactions differ in nature, both are done in a polite manner. She sees the issue of socio-
economic status as an important variable necessary to understand the complexity of 
Indonesian society.   
 
Jim identifies status as a significant aspect of Indonesian culture. He views the status of 
women as lower than men yet notes that respect for mothers is greater than that for fathers. 
He sees status as being evident in terms of different classes of people and village 
structures. He believes Government officials are part of the elite, which he feels is not the 
case in Australia. Jim views a greater level of tolerance in Indonesia than he believes exists 
in Australia. He suggests why that might be the case:  
Well, I think for Indonesians to co-exist together there has to be acceptance, otherwise it’d 
be divided, and certainly a country that has gone through independence and the need to 
become one strong country- Indonesians need to have that acceptance of one another…   
 
Carly feels accepted in Indonesia despite her obvious ethnic difference, which signifies her 
as a foreigner. She mentions dress as an issue and the need to cover up more when she is 
on campus. However, she also experiences tolerance with different dress standards. In 
terms of religious differences, Carly differentiates between tolerance and acceptance and 
views a greater level of acceptance of religious differences in Indonesia, whereas in 
Australia she believes there is tolerance but without acceptance, or valuing of otherness. 
 
This cohort of students who studied in Indonesia have considerable experience in norms of 
social interaction, at an observational and interactional level. They have direct experience 
in the issues of respect, status, politeness and tolerance as played out in social interaction. 
Rather than as merely something to be studied, these issues are seen as strongly evident 
                                                 
26 Becak = a three wheeled form of transport based on a bicycle (trishaw or pedicab).  
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aspects of Indonesian culture. They see these cultural traits as being played out through 
language in social interaction and had experienced respect and tolerance being 
demonstrated towards them. They had also enacted and embodied respect and politeness 
not only through their own language use but also through behaviour, such as choosing to 
wear particular clothes that they saw appropriate for Indonesian cultural norms.      
 
4.4.1.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
Despite never having been to Indonesia, Fran believes the use of ‘honorific’ terms of 
address as an important expression of respect that needs to be used appropriately to balance 
familiarity and formality. She notes that inappropriate use of the pronoun Anda (meaning 
you) can be overly formal and therefore impersonal.    
 
Brit identifies terms of addressing others as reflecting the hierarchical structure of 
Indonesian society and gives examples of the pronouns Pak and Bu. She feels it is very 
important to demonstrate formality in certain social interactions, with respect for elders 
being one such instance. Brit describes the situation as follows:  
I think the politeness and the respectfulness is something that Indonesians have, which may 
or may not be associated with religion. You look at the different strains of faith in 
Indonesia, and across the board they are the same. So, I don’t know if it necessarily comes 
from being Muslim or being Hindu or Buddhist or anything, but it is a very strong element 
throughout Indonesia. Everyone is very respectful, very polite, which I think if you 
compare to here [Australia] you get a very rude shock … But I wouldn’t put it down to 
religion, maybe just an element of their culture.  
 
When Sophie was asked about how her Indonesian language study contributes to her 
awareness of cultural norms, she comments on politeness: 
I think manners is one of those things, even though I think all the Indonesian people out 
there are really polite, but there’s different rules of engagement, different things are polite 
when you speak to someone and I guess you have to be really conscious that you’re not 
accidentally rude if you’re speaking to someone in Indonesian… 
Sophie is also aware of the expectation to dress conservatively if she is to study at an 
Indonesian university. She believes dressing appropriately is a cultural act of respect rather 
than being linked to religious reasons.  
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Mary and Lucy had travelled to Indonesia several times. Both had experienced acceptance. 
Mary reports feeling a greater sense of acceptance and respect when speaking Indonesian, 
while in Indonesia. Lucy’s view of Indonesian culture as being inclusive is demonstrated 
by stating that: 
I’ve never felt like an outsider, like I’ve always kind of felt I was welcomed in and part of 
it and I think that’s one of the ways I would define Indonesian culture… 
 
This cohort of students who had not studied in Indonesia showed a greater tendency to 
project a more generalised, idealised image of cultural aspects, with Brit saying “everyone 
is very respectful” and Sophie saying “all the Indonesian people out there are really 
polite”. Not surprisingly perhaps, as language learners, Fran who had never been to 
Indonesia and Brit, emphasised linguistic traits of politeness in the form of pronouns. Mary 
and Lucy, who had each travelled to Indonesia on numerous occasions, emphasised a sense 
of acceptance that they had experienced as foreigners in Indonesia, which they felt was 
especially the case as they spoke Indonesian.      
 
4.4.2 Friendliness/Easy-Going 
4.4.2.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
After one year studying in Indonesia, Jan suggests that it is considered friendly to 
randomly greet people in the street, whereas she finds this is not done in Australia. She 
also speaks of a very inclusive social atmosphere with fellow boarders and the family in 
the two places she has resided. She finds the university atmosphere in Indonesia more 
relaxed and likens it to high school in Australia where students are less serious and more 
interested in socialising. As part of a more easy-going attitude, she finds patience to be a 
common trait in Indonesia. The following quote describes how Jan perceives patience and 
how she is advised by one of her close friends to become more patient:    
The main thing that I’ve learned, the most important thing, to never forget is patience. You 
have to be so patient, like whether it’s with your friends or with government officials or at 
uni or you’re waiting for a train or whatever – you have to be patient – and part of patience 
is just relaxing and accepting the situation and not wanting it to be something that it’s not 
… that’s what my other friend from Bukittinggi told me, she’s always telling me you just 
have to be patient and once I became more patient everything was a lot more fun – I wasn’t 
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frustrated all the time – I wasn’t wanting things to be a  certain way – and the minute you 
step back in the airport in Sydney and everyone’s cross coz they’re waiting in line at 
customs – you think yep, patience is really lacking in our culture. 
 
Anita, who also studied in Indonesia for one year, sees Indonesian society as being very 
communal, which means that people are friendly and aware of the needs and wants of 
others. During a follow up interview in Australia, Anita says she misses the open, 
congenial and intimate nature of relationships in an Indonesian community. By contrast, 
since returning to Australia she feels socially isolated.    
 
Interviewed whilst undertaking a short-term in-country program, Jim observes a relaxed 
and flexible manner about getting things done in what he terms ‘Indonesian time’. He 
believes a dimension of ‘Indonesian time’ involves only looking into the near future, rather 
than the longer term.    
 
Also undertaking short-term in-country study, Bob finds it easy to make friends due to the 
open and welcoming nature of people. He reports people calling out to him as he walks 
down the street, especially children, and that many people want to talk to him and are 
curious to find out more about Australia. He finds people very easy-going and accepting. 
When asked about cultural aspects that he connects with, during a follow up interview in 
Australia, Bob identifies the easy-going nature that he experiences in Indonesia: 
It doesn’t matter aspect, tidak apa-apa, that rubber time aspect, they’re just so sort of, most 
Indonesians are so cruisy, so relaxed, nothing really bugs them and it doesn’t matter if 
you’re late… 
 
Based on her experiences during a short-term in-country study program, Joy feels 
comfortable in Indonesia and regards Indonesians as being friendly. She stayed with a host 
family, who she describes as friendly and welcoming to guests and adds that she also felt 
included in interaction with people in the neighbourhood. She viewed her teachers at the 
university as also being very friendly and she recalls her and her classmates ‘hanging out’ 
with teaching staff later in the program. Joy regards a relaxed demeanour as a cultural trait, 
along with openness to different opinions and ideas. Similarly, Carly describes Indonesian 
cultural traits as including a really relaxed and easy-going nature. As an example, she 
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mentions “Bali time” meaning it is common to be late. Linked to an easy-going manner, 
she feels Indonesians are very accepting of difference.  
 
This student cohort’s perceptions of Indonesian cultural characteristics as being easy-going 
and friendly were shaped by their positive experiences in social interaction in Indonesia. 
There is a tendency to see things through the lens of binary logic, whereby Anita sees 
Indonesian society as being communally-minded as opposed to Australian society, which 
is socially isolating. Similarly, Jan sees Indonesian society as being socially inclusive and 
Australian society as individualistic. Also reflecting a binary view, is the way in which 
Jim, Bob and Carly see the concept of time in Indonesia as being incredibly flexible and 
relaxed. This is an implicit comparison to how they essentialise and imagine a sense of 
time to be played out in Western societies. 
 
4.4.2.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
All student participants in this category view a relaxed, ‘laid-back’ and easy-going nature 
as characteristic elements of Indonesian culture. Friendliness is identified as an Indonesian 
cultural trait by all except one student in this category.  
 
Having travelled to Indonesia several times, Lucy cites jam karet (rubber time) as an 
example of a laid-back manner. She finds Indonesians to be very friendly, open and 
welcoming and reflects on her experience in Indonesia by saying: 
I’ve never felt like an outsider, like I’ve always kind of felt I was welcomed in and part of 
it and I think that’s one of the ways I would define Indonesian culture… 
 
Similarly, Mary, who has frequently holidayed in Indonesia, views Indonesia as being very 
‘laid-back’ and relaxed and that people are happy and friendly. Brit had also visited 
Indonesia several times on holidays. From one such visit, she describes a terrifying yet 
transformative experience that opened her eyes to the friendly nature that she sees as an 
Indonesian cultural trait: 
The third time I went I was actually there for the Bali bombings on October the first 2005 
and that whole experience just changed my mind about Indonesia and the people itself, for 
a good way… On the night itself I had lost contact with the person I was travelling with 
and so I was kind of lost and a bit of a mess because the bombings were right around the 
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corner from our hotel and so the Balinese people kind of looked after me and they were my 
refuge and they couldn’t speak very good English and I kind of felt, well it would, if I had 
the opportunity to repay them by being able to speak to them, and I was forever grateful, 
and they were affected so much by that event – I just really felt for them – from there I just 
had to learn Indonesian.  
 
Sophie, who had never been to Indonesia, comments that stories from class mates who had 
studied in Indonesia had partly shaped her perceptions. She associates a more 
accommodating application of road rules as an aspect of freedom and the concept of 
bargaining and bartering as being more flexible and therefore more easy-going.   
 
Not having been to Indonesia, Fran is wary of generalising but does say that all the 
Indonesian people she knows are friendly and they establish personal relationships quickly. 
Her experience includes interaction with an Indonesian tutor who she finds very close to 
the students, not distant as she imagines is normally the case in the teacher-student 
relationship. In elaborating on feeling different when speaking Indonesian, Fran says: 
When you take away all the self-consciousness because I’m speaking another language, it’s 
a laid back sort of language – like often when you’re speaking you fall into those sort of 
things that everyone does when they speak – you know the shortening and the extra one 
syllable – just because it’s like I guess a little bit laconic – it’s laid back but it’s quite fast 
and you have to keep up.        
Fran’s reference to the “laid-back sort of language” also suggests how she perceives 
Indonesian cultural traits. 
 
Four of the five students who only studied in Australia cite social interaction with 
Indonesians as having informed their view of friendliness and an easy-goingness as 
Indonesian cultural traits. Fran, who had never been to Indonesia cites her Indonesian tutor 
as an informative source of social interaction. By contrast, Sophie cites anecdotes from her 
class mates who had studied in Indonesia as having shaped her perceptions of Indonesian 
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4.4.3 Directness   
4.4.3.1 Students who studied in Indonesia  
Directness is identified by all student participants who had studied in Indonesia as 
characteristic of Indonesian culture. Anita reports feeling uncomfortable with the 
directness of certain types of interaction. For example, when asked about religion or the 
Bali bombings she felt an inability to express her real thoughts for fear of offending 
people. She also experienced a lack of personal space from close physical contact, which 
she sees as a cultural norm. Going to and from where she lived, she also experienced 
people in the street calling out at her with expressions such as “Hello mister”. She regards 
this as inappropriate and as an annoying invasion of ‘privacy’ so just ignored such 
approaches.  
    
Jan reports directness in the way people comment directly to one another on their personal 
appearance, such as about body shape and face. This came as quite a shock to her as she 
feels that making such personal comments directly to someone is unusual in Australia. She 
also experienced directness in the way people introduced themselves and requested and 
exchanged telephone numbers. When interviewed after her return to Australia she 
comments on the relatively private and reserved nature of Australians. She thinks 
Facebook is mainly used by Australians as a way of maintaining contact with friends 
whereas she believes Indonesians have a greater tendency to use it as a way of meeting 
new people. She reports frequently receiving Facebook friend requests from Indonesians 
who she does not know.      
 
Jan’s reflection below on the issue of directness suggests a nuanced understanding, 
drawing on comparative examples of the stereotypical view of Javanese indirectness and of 
Australian politicians. She links indirectness with politeness and sees everyday interaction 
as being quite different, in saying that:   
… Javanese culture has that aspect that they kind of talk around the point, that sort of 
thing. But that’s, I think that’s really at a polite level and not really an everyday interaction, 
which I think is the same, really, here [in Australia]. It’s the same with what politicians do 
here sort of talk around the point and don’t really address what they’re actually trying to 
say. 
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Jim, who studied in Indonesia on a short-term program, identifies directness as a prominent 
cultural norm, describing it as follows: 
I guess Indonesians are quite up-front about asking many questions. In Australia we tend 
not to ask as many questions to someone that we’ve just met so it is quite confronting and 
some questions are personal, I guess. 
Joy, who also studied in Indonesia on a short-term program, feels uncomfortable with 
directness where people point out obvious aspects of appearance or ask about matters that 
she feels are personal, as she describes below:   
People have said to me “You’re very big” or “You have lots of pimples”… it’s all very 
nice but not nice. I feel a bit uncomfortable when people ask about religion mainly because 
I know what they expect me to say…  
Joy also experienced a lack of respect and status through unwelcomed directness in the 
form of sexual harassment and propositioning in public, such as at shopping malls or 
touristy beach areas, as she explains: 
… people on the street yell out to you – ‘hey sexy’, ‘hey lady’, ‘ will you sleep with me?’ 
 
Directness in the form of sexual harassment is also identified by Carly who studied in 
Indonesia on a short-term program. She reports herself and other girls being called out to in 
the street with such phrases as “Hey sexy!” She comments on her experience in tourist 
areas in bars where she had experienced men to be much more direct with sexual 
propositions than she had experienced in Australia. She explains it in the following way: 
… I think it’s the culture here to just ask straight up - everyone’s looking for a husband or 
wife - they want to get married pretty quickly … In my experience they’ve been a lot more 
direct, but in saying that, it’s been in the tourist areas …  
 
Bob, who undertook short-term in-country study, reports directness in terms of social 
interaction where people he had just met readily joked about or offered to befriend him and 
help him practice Indonesian. However, these student participants generally claim to have 
experienced directness as a confronting, uncomfortable aspect of social interaction in 
Indonesia, where the female participants cited examples of sexual harassment and 
propositioning. This perceived cultural trait of directness was clearly acquired as a result of 
social interaction. At times, these student participants presented their views of directness in 
C H A P T E R  F O U R  
 100
a way that demonstrates a binary logic, for example when Jim and Jan suggest that 
Australians tend not to ask questions of a personal nature, a practice that they had 
frequently encountered in Indonesia.      
 
4.4.3.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
Directness is not widely acknowledged in the data of students who had only undertaken 
formal study in Australia. Only one participant in this category, Mary, comments on 
directness as an Indonesian cultural trait. She had holidayed in Indonesia on many 
occasions and predominantly stayed in the tourist areas of Bali. Mary reports on being 
asked “very personal questions” such as why her husband was not with her, how many 
times she had been to Bali, if she owned a house there, and if she went out drinking and 
saw other men. She also felt that her personal space had been invaded through physical 
contact. Mary’s experiences as a tourist in Bali had shaped her perceptions of directness as 
a cultural trait. 
 
Other students in this cohort did not identify directness as a cultural trait, and as a group 
had a more limited exposure to social interaction with Indonesians. Data from the two 
student cohorts, i.e. those who had studied in Indonesia and those who had not, 
demonstrate that certain cultural aspects emerge in social interaction and are difficult to 
acquire without interactional experience. The data also suggests that directness, as a 
cultural feature, is not something that readily emerges as prominent in L2 Indonesian 
programs in Australia.  
 
 4.4.4 ‘Communalness’ 
 4.4.4.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
Anita, who studied in Indonesia for one year, uses the term ‘communalness’ to describe 
what she regards as one of the most significant aspects of Indonesian culture. In her first 
interview in Indonesia she says: 
… since coming over here some of the most striking aspects of Indonesian culture is the 
communalness of everything. If something is open to public viewing it is free to be viewed; 
reading a book in public – people read over my shoulder and ask me questions about what 
I’m reading. Laptop – if left at a desk and have a friend mind it – they’ll feel free to go 
through my email inbox – because it’s there – it’s open to be looked at. Conversations in 
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public are open to public debate because people are used to be being brought up in 
communities where they share everything – from food, facilities to conversations and that’s 
completely foreign to most Australians.   
 
Whilst reporting often feeling uncomfortable or even threatened by a lack of privacy and 
personal space, Anita reflects on directness in how people interact by saying: 
… communalism in sense of privacy can be considered bad but in another sense it’s so 
friendly because I am in Indonesia’s public space, I am available to be talked to, to be 
helped… 
She suggests that directness, in terms of how people interact as a community, is well 
intentioned and helpful: 
… if you are in need, those sorts of approaches are really, really useful, so the 
communalness means that people are really aware of other people’s wants and needs and 
brought up to appreciate these and to help as much as possible. 
Anita identifies communalness as the most striking trait of Indonesian culture:  
All throughout Indonesia as far as I’ve seen, it’s the same. It’s very Indonesian - pretty sure 
it’s something to do with population density – continued exposure to masses or people in 
local community – there’s no such space as a personal space until you get you get out in 
the middle of Borneo… 
In the follow up interview in Australia, Anita reflects on the pros and cons of the 
communal nature of Indonesian society. 
By the end of my year over in Indonesia I was feeling really, really challenged. My 
personal space was being invaded non-stop. I was public property… I felt so spread thinly 
across so many people – and that was not fair, I thought; but, the Indonesian people I was 
around thought nothing of it. But back here, O my God, I miss Indonesia so much because 
their idea of public and openness is just so valuable.     
 
Jan, who also studied in Indonesia for one year says:  
… I was constantly surrounded by people, which was good in a way but also sort of 
exhausting – just no private space … 
Jan also alludes to a communal mindset when noting that people questioned her about 
going out alone by asking “sendirian?” (meaning ‘on your own?’) Jan believed that these 
C H A P T E R  F O U R  
 102
kind of questions were more readily asked because of her gender. She perceives communal 
cultural norms are demonstrated by students in Indonesia as they are far more actively 
engaged in university clubs and societies than is the case in Australia.   
 
Jim perceives a strong sense of community as an Indonesian cultural trait: 
… Indonesia has amazing community connections and networks and friends, and family 
play an important role in their society, as Australia I find is more obviously more 
individualistic … I think it’s [Indonesia] more communal really. Extended family and 
friends play an important role in Indonesian society. 
 
Four of the six students in this cohort identity communalness as an Indonesian cultural 
trait. Experience in social interaction clearly shapes their understandings of communalness. 
However, Bob and Carly did not identify this trait. They both undertook short in-country 
study programs, which may have been a factor in the likelihood of observing a sense of 
communalness.  
  
4.4.4.2 Students who only studied in Australia  
‘Communalness’ is referred to by two student participants of those who only studied in 
Australia. Both of these participants had travelled to Indonesia and cite observations in 
Indonesia as having shaped their understandings. One who had frequently visited Indonesia 
comments that she sees Indonesian society as more unified where everyone is involved, 
whereas she sees Australian society as more segregated into sub-cultures. The other 
student participant, who had visited Indonesia several times, feels that Indonesian society 
is very close-knit, particularly at the village level and in terms of extended families. The 
incidence of this trait in the data for this participant cohort demonstrates a clear pattern that 
students with more experience in social interaction with Indonesians are more likely to be 
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4.4.5 Humour 
4.4.5.1 Students who studied in Indonesia 
After a year in Indonesia, Jan views humour as a prominent trait in Indonesia. She 
describes Indonesian humour as teasing others about their appearance or mimicking others 
and alludes to its slapstick nature. 
Everybody does seem to have a similar sense of humour, I think. Like Tom and Jerry and 
Mr Bean, and that sort of thing, paying out each other. 
She also describes unique Indonesian humour that is embedded in the language: 
… if you are speaking Indonesian, like there’s a different sense of humour as well – the 
things that you say in Indonesian that crack people up. 
 
After returning to Australia, Jan describes conceptualising humorous things to say in 
Indonesian that are lost in the translation to English:  
… when I was still in the mindset when I came back I’d always think of these Indonesian 
things to say in English conversations than I’d say it and try and explain it to someone – 
they’d just be like “hmmm… OK is that funny in Indonesia? 
Jan identifies humour as an integral part of social interaction, in describing how local 
people with whom she shares a house relate to her: 
But once they sort of could have a joke about me and I would laugh then everything was 
fine between us. Coz they were trying to be polite but weren’t sure how to include me by 
being polite – so once they started calling me names I laughed about it and everybody 
called each other names and it was all OK … 
She adds that it is important to be able to laugh at one’s self and that in the house where 
she lived in Indonesia that everybody’s mannerisms and faults were a potential source of 
humour.  
  
Anita, who also spent a year in Indonesia, finds Indonesian humour prominent but too 
childish for her liking. She identifies puns and word plays as prevalent and likens them to 
‘Dad jokes’ in Australia, all of which she finds barely tolerable. She also suggests that 
touching, pushing and shoving are part of joking around.  
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Bob, who undertook short-term study in Indonesia, sees humour as a big part of Indonesian 
culture. He tells of enormous laughter from old women when he is in a market, of girls 
laughing incessantly during his visit to a school, which he thought may be a result of his 
Australian accent when speaking English, or because it was the first time they had met 
Westerners, and of taxi drivers laughing when he made mistakes speaking Indonesian. He 
also describes his Indonesian classes as some of the funniest things he has done, with his 
teachers finding everything funny. He feels that “Indonesians seem to laugh at anything” 
and tells of social outings with two Indonesian friends who wanted to “ joke about 
everything”. Since returning from Indonesia he has noticed jokes from his Indonesian 
friends on Facebook, much of which he did not understand.  
 
Another student participant who had taken short-term in-country study sees humour as 
prominent in everyday interaction in Indonesia: 
When you speak Indonesian to an Indonesian person randomly on the street, you’re a bit 
more joking … it’s fun to speak Indonesian to Indonesians coz they like it – they think it’s 
really funny and they laugh at you and so you think you’re saying something wrong – but 
then they really appreciate it. 
 
Four of the six students from this participant cohort cite humour as an Indonesian cultural 
trait. All examples cited in the data of this cohort demonstrate that first-hand experience in 
social interaction had shaped how they had come to see humour as a cultural trait. 
 
4.4.5.2 Students who only studied in Australia 
All except one student in this cohort identify humour as part of Indonesian culture. Lucy, 
who had travelled to Indonesia several times, views a sense of humour as a common trait 
despite the cultural diversity between different islands that she had visited, and across 
religious, ethnic groups and classes.  
 
Mary, who had frequently holidayed in Indonesia, suggests that humour is quite prominent 
in Indonesian culture. She reports enjoying joking during everyday interactions such as 
when shopping at a market. However, she also describes Indonesian humour as inferior, in 
saying: 
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I think their humour is, I wouldn’t say infantile, but probably a little bit more on the 
immature side, especially the boys, even the men tend to talk like kids from grade 9 or 
something in their humour - a lot which was funny to me. 
 
Fran, who had not been to Indonesia, only briefly refers to Indonesian humour. She 
suggests that sarcasm and irony are used in a humorous way. She suggests that foreign loan 
words can be used in unusually humorous ways and cites an example of the word 
‘jackpot’, which she believes can mean projectile vomiting, as a result of excessive 
drinking. This example is likely to be very isolated in use, and quite possibly is idiolect 
that had been acquired from a peer who had studied in Indonesia. 
 
When asked to elaborate, Brit struggles to define Indonesian humour but suggests 
examples of poking fun at someone and of slapstick type behaviour of hitting each other 
that she had observed on the beaches in Bali: 
Oh, they’re cute. They like to joke and they like to play around. I don’t know if I can put a 
word to it, but they do have a sense of humour, for sure. 
 
For this participant cohort, four of the five students perceived humour as an Indonesian 
cultural trait. Three of those participants had travelled to Indonesia and cite experiences 
there that had shaped their understanding of humour in Indonesian culture. The other 
student based her understanding of humour on anecdotes from class mates who had 




Data I have presented in this chapter are largely descriptive in nature and shed light on 
student participants’ perceptions of Indonesian culture. Cultural perceptions have been 
grouped into three broad categories of: traditional values; diversity of society; and norms 
of social interaction. Data suggests that student participants’ knowledge of the cultural 
other, as a foundation for intercultural capabilities, had emerged from two key sources, 
which are formal study and social interaction with Indonesians. A merging of formal study 
and social interaction with Indonesians occurred where students had native speaking 
teachers or tutors in Australia. Another source of cultural information that has contributed 
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to shaping the understanding of some participants is anecdotes from fellow-students who 
had previously studied in Indonesia or travelled there. The results of formal study are 
linked with knowledge, that is, cognitive or intellectual awareness of what Indonesia and 
Indonesians are like. It seems that knowledge about the country, its history, religion, 
institutions and traditions lead students to extrapolate the human dimensions of what 
Indonesian people are like.  
 
On the other hand, students with experience in social interaction tend to emphasise the 
human dimensions in articulating an understanding of the cultural other. Drawing from 
experience of social interaction, they tend to focus on Indonesian people to extrapolate 
what Indonesian culture is like. The experiential dimension of social interaction enables 
students to either validate or reassess pre-existing knowledge of Indonesia, which has been 
acquired from formal study. That L2 students acquire a different kind of understanding of 
culture through interaction with native speakers, than they do from formal study, is 
consistent with Nieto’s (2009) thinking that culture is embedded in context and is socially 
constructed. In the absence of experience of social interaction with the cultural other, L2 
learners are reliant on images from other sources. Social interaction had enabled students 
in this research to develop an awareness of cultural dimensions that are either not normally 
covered in formal study, or that formal study is not particularly effective in presenting to 
students.  
 
The bulk of student participants’ experiences in intercultural interaction arise from travel to 
Indonesia, either as a tourist or through in-country study. On the whole, in-country study 
provided students with a richer, more diverse, more in-depth and more holistic experience 
than merely travelling to Indonesia as a tourist. Some students report quite negative 
experiences when traveling to Indonesia as tourists, which seem to reinforce a dialectic 
mindset of how they see self and other. For particular students from both cohorts, social 
interaction during in-country experience had led them to challenge pre-existing 
essentialised notions of Indonesian culture and to view culture as multi-faceted, complex 
and sometimes contradictory. More extended experience in Indonesia generally enabled 
student participants to develop a more nuanced understanding of diversity of the collective 
cultural other. For example, some participants were more readily able to effectively 
differentiate between tourist areas and other areas and the potentialities for different 
identity positions.     
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Experience in intercultural social interaction provides opportunities for learners to see the 
cultural other at an individual level rather than as an over-generalised homogenous 
collective. In doing so, they can also look back at themselves and their own background 
culture. In describing the cultural other, student participants tend to focus on differences 
between self and other, whether it be at the collective or individual level. Participants tend 
to compare their sense of self, either individually or as a collective, with the other in a 
dialectic manner, by conceptualising self and other as binary opposites, which enables the 
act of othering.  
 
In this chapter I have presented a broad range of data in a mostly descriptive manner. Key 
dimensions of these data will be explored in greater detail in subsequent chapters where I 
apply a more interpretive approach in analysis. For example, the next chapter explores the 
role of imagination in conceptualising the cultural other.  
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Chapter 5 




This chapter explores the role of imagination in language learners’ cultural perceptions and 
the implications for their intercultural engagement and identity. Of particular interest is 
students’ imagined perceptions of otherness that relates to the Indonesian nation, society 
and people, as well as the possible influences that have shaped those perceptions. I also 
explore the implications that arise from students’ participation in intercultural engagement, 
whether it is imagined or a result of direct social interaction.  
 
On first thoughts, one may expect imagination to be particularly applicable to participants 
who had never travelled to Indonesia whereby the absence of an in-country experience 
necessitates perceptions that are entirely imagined, rather than observed or experienced. 
Whilst this is evident in the data, imagination also shapes the perceptions of students who 
had been to Indonesia. Students who studied in Indonesia demonstrate various kinds of 
imaginings. One form of imagining is where students’ reflections of images that they had 
before they went to Indonesia are reinterpreted through reflection. Another form of 
imagining is as they reflect back on their in-country experiences they re-evaluate the 
dynamics of their intercultural engagement. Some students reinterpret the roles of 
interlocutors and their own roles in particular social interactions. In doing so, they engage 
the imagination to reflect and re-evaluate positioning, thereby demonstrating a fluidity of 
identities that they attribute to their self and to the other.    
 
Very much linked to students’ imaginations, a dimension of escapism is evident in the data 
whereby student participants express a desire or longing to go to Indonesia, in order to 
enter or to explore a desirable cultural space that they find to be particularly alluring. They 
imagine Indonesia, and its social environment, to be more interesting, more attractive and a 
more comfortable space for them to be. This is a spatial dimension of student participants’ 
imagination that leads them to imagine a desirable cultural space. It is evident in students 
who had in-country experience as well as in those who had not been to Indonesia. Data 
suggests that the desirable spaces that they imagine have been shaped by a combination of 
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influences, including images gleaned during formal study of Indonesian language and 
culture, stories from their peers and friends who had visited Indonesia, as well as images 
from movies, television and the mass media.  
 
5.2 The Intercultural Imagination  
 
Imagination can be seen to play an important role in social interaction, particularly in 
intercultural engagement. It is important to imagine how others might respond to us. The 
importance of considering the feelings, views and opinions of others is often infused into 
educational discourse. Through multiculturalism we hear of the importance of being 
tolerant of difference and accepting of others. That this is espoused in institutional 
discourses, including educational settings, suggests that there are difficulties in 
intercultural engagement.  
 
The concept of ‘imagined communities’ is used by Anderson (1991) who describes nations 
as imagined communities on the basis that members of a nation will never know most of 
their fellow members but they have a sense of being part of a national community. Another 
notion of community is presented by Wenger (1998), who outlines the concept of 
‘communities of practice’ relating to tangible interaction, which he refers to as 
engagement. A broader interpretation of engagement is adopted for this study that not only 
includes the more tangible forms of direct social interaction, but also considers the 
intangible ‘connectedness’ that one may experience through the imagination. This is 
consistent with how Kanno and Norton (2003) see imagined communities as groups of 
people who are not immediately tangible or accessible to each other, who connect using 
the imagination. Imagined communities offer potential to expand a repertoire of possible 
selves and to compel learners to seek particular educational opportunities that they might 
otherwise not pursue. Seeking alternative identity positions and pursuing particular 
educational opportunities resonates with the context of this research whereby some 
language learners are compelled to seek in-country study options, partly as a result of how 
they imagine their self and the other, in individual and collective terms: “the notion of 
imagined communities provides a theoretical framework for the exploration of creativity, 
hope, and desire in identity construction” (Kanno & Norton 2003: 248). 
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Kramsch (2009a) suggests that L2 learners’ imaginations may work in unconventional 
ways and may have a concealed dimension of imagined meanings. It is to be expected that 
hidden dimensions of the imagination are not immediately apparent and require in-depth 
explorative study. The complex and irregular nature of perceptions that language learners 
demonstrate about the target culture is explained in the following way:  
…non-native speakers who have not been socialized in the target culture make quite different 
associations, construct different truths from those of socialized native speakers…Learners’ 
imagination can be heavily at work, building imagined communities of native speakers endowed 
with timeless attributes that are projected onto the language itself. No doubt these projections are 
stereotypes, that exoticize and essentialize the speakers of those languages, but stereotypes – good 
and bad – fulfil an important emotional function as non-native speakers try to make sense of the 
new symbolic system.  (Kramsch 2009a: 13)  
Good and bad stereotypes are invariably shaped by, or acquired from, observations and 
other external influences, including dominant public discourses. Although stereotypes tend 
to be inherently ‘popular’ beliefs, they are also variable between individuals.  
 
Stereotypes are indicative of particular aspects of otherness that capture the imagination. 
Stereotypes tend to reflect a dialectic or binary logic in conceptualising the self and other, 
which is often applied to positive or negative aspects. However, the way in which 
stereotypes are formed and reinterpreted may also reflect shifting identity positions of the 
self. What begins as a stereotype formed by a dialectic binary logic can evolve dialogically 
into a more nuanced understanding. Bhabha (1994) suggests that stereotypes are not false 
images as such, but are complex and sometimes contradictory views that reflect 
ambivalence towards to an imagined other. Bhabha suggests a wide range of stereotypes 
exist, for example the loved and the hated.  
Stereotyping is not the setting up of a false image which becomes the scapegoat of discriminatory 
practices. It is a much more ambivalent text of projection and introjections, metaphoric and 
metonymic strategies, displacement, over-determination, guilt, aggressivity; the masking and 
splitting of ‘official’ and phantasmatic knowledges to construct the positionalities of racist 
discourses…(Bhabha 1994: 81-82) 
Bhabha describes racist stereotyping in the colonial context as being characterised by 
recognition of difference in race, culture and history where knowledge of the other is used 
to establish and/or reinforce a position of inferiority of the other and to legitimise 
discriminatory and authoritarian forms of control.  
C H A P T E R  F I V E  
 111
The Australian collective psyche reflects a repressive ambivalence towards the image of an 
Indonesian other. This is evident in the form of a ‘tourist perspective’ demonstrated by 
some Australians who holiday in Bali who idealize the exotic otherness of a laid-back life 
style and a timeless culture of people who are poor yet happy. On the other hand, beneath 
the surface there lurks an ambivalent distrust of the character of the other, which is 
perceived to be lazy, lacking in initiative yet opportunistic. It is almost impossible for 
Australian learners of Indonesian to avoid the negative stereotypes of an Indonesian other 
that abound in the collective Australian psyche, whether it originate from friends and 
family, the mass media or even from formal study. I will return to this issue later in this 
chapter to analyse particular aspects of the data that shows ambivalence towards the other, 
where stereotypes are used to reflect a repressive stance that portrays the imagined other as 
inferior. 
 
However, as Kanno and Norton (2003) suggest, the notion of imagined communities also 
offers great potential for the creative production of positive identity construction. 
Similarly, Kramsch (2009) points to the potentialities for the imagination to produce 
positive transformative outcomes:     
If being a multilingual subject means having the choice of belonging to different communities of 
sign users, resonating to events differently when expressed through different semiotic systems, 
positioning oneself differently in different languages, and ultimately having the words to reflect on 
this experience and to cast it into an appropriate symbolic form, then we need to revisit the notion 
of imagination and its link to language. For teachers, learners and language users of all kinds, a 
multilingual imagination is the capacity to envision alternative ways of remembering an event, of 
telling a story, of participating in a discussion, of empathizing with others, of imagining their 
future and ours… A multilingual imagination opens up spaces of possibility not in abstract 
theories or random flights of fancy, but in the particularity of day-to-day language practices, in, 
through, and across various languages. (Kramsch 2009: 201)   
 
As Bhabha (1994) notes, the self demonstrates an ambivalence in how it views the other, 
and therefore how it positions the self in relation to the other. There is a tendency for the 
self to inherently view the other as inferior whilst perceiving the self as superior (Kristeva 
1991), an issue that will be explored in greater depth in subsequent chapters. For the 
moment, it is important to recognise that as the self looks at otherness, stereotypes of the 
other can be essentialised as positive or negative imaginings and either idealised as exotic 
and attractive images or reduced to inferior and even demonised images. Positive 
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imaginings of the other can be used in productive and transformative ways that shapes how 
the self engages interculturally. In the following sections of this chapter I will address a 
variety of ways in which imagination can play out in images of self and other and the 
implications for intercultural engagement.          
 
5.3 Images of Indonesia 
 
Conceptualising an imagined other is an important part of language learners’ cognitive 
development. Acquiring understanding of a cultural other should be viewed as an integral 
part of the language learning journey, which will span a lifetime of one’s engagement with 
the language and culture. The process of acquiring a language and intercultural 
understanding has no finite end as language and culture are in a constant state of change, as 
is the self in relation to the outside world. The end point is only relative to the self. This 
can be viewed in two ways. The first way is where the learner chooses to cease to engage 
the target language and culture. Some learners perceive this to be when they stop formal 
language study. However, this is not necessarily the end of acquiring an understanding of 
the cultural other since images and utterances that relate to the culture of the L2 are likely 
to be encountered, through media news, social interaction and even advertising. 
Sometimes, exposure to these messages will be subtle and perhaps even unnoticed whilst 
media news may be explicit and confronting.  
 
In recent years in Australia it is hard to imagine anyone not having been exposed to images 
of Indonesia in the form of news coverage, political debate or community attitudes over 
such issues as terrorism, Australian tourists being jailed in Bali for drug possession, the 
‘inhumane’ slaughtering of ‘Australian cattle’ in Indonesian abattoirs and issues relating to 
asylum seekers coming to Australia via Indonesia. Such issues have contributed to hard-
line positioning in political discourse of border security that have played out in Australian 
federal elections in 2004, 2007, 2010 and 2013. Australians who have previously studied 
Indonesian language may have paid more attention to media reporting that involved 
Indonesia, than those who had no experience learning Indonesian. In any case, negative 
images have dominated the Australian media coverage of Indonesia in recent years. This 
has reinforced traditional negative stereotypes of Asian countries as being backward, 
hostile and dangerous places.  
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Positive images of Indonesia most likely to be encountered in Australia result from the 
experiences of Australians who have holidayed in Bali. These reflect the attraction of the 
exotic other, which although being based on direct observation also often involve the 
imagination. For many Australian tourists, Bali is a haven where everything seems cheap 
and happy-go-lucky. It is perceived as a tropical paradise where ‘natives’ are friendly, 
happy and laid-back. I have often heard it said by Australian tourists that the Balinese are a 
peace-loving people. Since tourist areas in Bali were targeted by Islamist terrorists with 
bombings in 2002 and 2005, a particular type of discourse presented to tourists has become 
evident in key tourist areas in Bali. As the Balinese population are predominantly Hindu, 
some are demonising Muslim Javanese as terrorists. Negative portrayals presented by some 
engaged in tourist-related activities in Bali include comments like Javanese Muslims are 
bad and some suggest not to visit Java but to stay in Bali. Comments include the 
stereotypical portrayal of Balinese Hindus as peaceful people. By implication, this can be 
seen to be alluding to a stereotypical view that Muslims are violent. There is a tendency for 
Australian tourists in Bali to accept these types of propositions, not only without scrutiny 
and without having been to predominantly Muslim areas such as Java, but with a sense of 
privilege that they are gaining access to inside knowledge.  
 
It is fair to assume that language learners continue to evolve as acquirers of cultural 
understanding, even after their formal language study has ended. In the case of Australians 
who have learned Indonesian language, individuals are continually exposed to images and 
information about Indonesia, particularly through the Australian media and community 
attitudes, as sometimes reflected by or shaped by political ideologies. Australians are 
exposed to different voices about Indonesia, including voices that reflect and reinforce 
conservative, neo-colonial attitudes and voices that echo discourses from the past. 
 
In 2011, emotive terms used in the media such as “barbaric treatment” (Devine 2011), 
“torturous death” (Burke 2011) and “the inhumane slaughter of Australian cattle” 
(McConchie 2011) captured the collective Australian imagination. The labelling of the 
cattle as being ‘Australian’ creates an impression of injustices carried out by an Indonesian 
entity towards an Australian entity. This creates the notion of binary positions of the 
Australian self as superior, contrasted with the Indonesian other as inferior. The following 
quote from a farmer builds on that notion, as it positions the Australian self to be humane, 
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through an implicit contrast with the inhumane other: “We are the only country in the 
world pouring money into training other countries to be more humane” (Devine 2011). 
 
The language appearing on online discussion forums was somewhat more candid with 
Indonesia being referred to as a “barbaric country” (Notgoodenough.org 2011). The 
following quote shows the potential for this issue to affect some people’s perceptions and 
to engage the imagination: “In many of the countries where animals are treated cruelly 
people are treated the same way and religious beliefs are usually the core reason why.” 
(Notgoodenough.org 2011) The reference to religion is pointedly implied towards Islam 
and the comparison of how animals are slaughtered with how people are treated does 
stretch the imagination, but works to evoke images of an evil other.  
 
Such reactions reflect historical images that negatively portray stereotyped Asian societies 
as threatening and as places where life is cheap. The words used to describe the cattle 
slaughter as being ‘barbaric’ and ‘torturous’ perhaps echo past ‘memories’ in the 
Australian collective psyche of Japanese soldiers beheading Australians in World War 
Two. The imagery of cattle, being specifically categorised as Australian, may elicit a sense 
of fear of what could happen to other Australian entities, such as people, if we not careful. 
This can be linked to a pre-existing fear of an ‘Asian threat’ evident in the Australian 
collective psyche. It is evident from the ‘gold rush’ of the 1850s when an influx of Chinese 
gold miners to the state of Victoria were regarded with suspicion and discriminated against 
far more than other migrant gold miners from the UK or the US.  
 
Australia’s experience of war with Japan in World War Two powerfully established the 
notion of a threatening Asian adversary. The fear of an Asian threat was subsequently 
reinforced in the Australian mindset as a result of the Korean and Vietnam Wars. The 
imagination enables fears of Asia to be readily applied to specific countries as it was with a 
fearful image of Indonesia having expansionist ambitions, after acquiring West Papua in 
the early 1960s and annexing East Timor in 1974. These staggered historical events 
provide a basis for rhetoric that can be reused in new and vastly different contexts, yet in 
ways which many imagine as credible, since they echo collective memories of past events. 
In this way, the expression of negative Asian stereotypes echo voices of the past and 
remain evident in the Australian collective psyche, readily accessible as a response to 
imagined threats from Asia.       
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Whilst student participants in this research do not uniformly demonstrate these types of 
negative stereotypes, it is evident from the interview data that they have been exposed to 
such views from family, friends and their broader community. This is prominent in the data 
for students who studied in Indonesia. Students report comments from family and friends 
who expressed fears about them going to Indonesia and questioning if it was safe. In some 
cases, stereotypes also emerge in the views of student participants themselves, as will 
become evident as I now return to the data of this research.  
 
5.4 An Imagined Traditional Society  
 
There is a strong trend in the data of this research for student participants to see Indonesia 
as a traditional society. This is particularly the case for students who have not been to 
Indonesia, like Fran, who imagines traditional dance to be a prominent cultural trait of 
Indonesia. She imagines Indonesian society as a little more conservative in terms of values, 
yet sees another side to Indonesia as a young place, represented by a young democracy 
with a big youth culture, including pop culture. She has engaged with Indonesian culture 
by having watched Indonesian movies and reading online newspapers, particularly the 
Jakarta Post, an English language newspaper. Sophie, another participant who had never 
been to Indonesia, sees music as characteristic of Indonesian culture, particularly the 
gamelan, a traditional gong orchestra prominent in Java and Bali. She has also watched 
Indonesian films.  
 
Having holidayed in Indonesia many times, especially in Bali, Mary identifies handicrafts 
such as wood carvings as a significant aspect of Indonesian culture. She is amazed by the 
efforts of craftsmen and the time they spend to produce a single piece of work. At the time 
of interview, Mary told how she had been learning about contemporary Indonesian culture 
in terms of the arts, dance, music, poetry and literature. This kind of formal study appears 
to have reinforced the significance of traditional cultural traits in her thinking, which had 
stemmed from in-country observations. Another participant, Bob, draws from his 
observations during a short-term study program in Indonesia, to comment on Indonesia’s 
traditions as having a diverse history and as being influenced by layers of religion. He 
believes it is illegal not to be religious in Indonesia.   
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Traditions and religion are linked by Jan, during her first interview nearing the end of her 
year-long in-country study experience in Indonesia, where she imagines traditions as being 
closely related to religion as key dimensions of an Indonesian identity:   
The importance on religion, traditions, it’s pretty much all centred on religion – the 
differences– it’s such a different culture … they have all traditions that everyone sticks 
to… it’s kinda cool and quite a culture shock when you come here [Indonesia]…. 
Everyone has a religion here – you don’t meet an Indonesian person who does not have a 
religion – even if they’re not fully into it - they classify themselves as a religion … it’s part 
of who they are…   
Even after a year in Indonesia Jan demonstrates stereotyping of the Indonesian other in 
saying that “everyone has a religion”. This draws from the imagination in a way that is 
consistent with Anderson’s (1991) notion of imagined communities, since it is impossible 
for Jan to have known or met all Indonesians, or to know what they think about religion. 
This over-generalisation means that Jan has applied a stereotypical image to people she 
will never meet, which she attributes to an Indonesian identity. This act of stereotyping that 
essentialises the other is evident in both cohorts of student participants, those who only 
studied in Australia as well as those who had studied in Indonesia.   
 
5.5 An Imagined Hierarchical Society  
 
Politeness and manners are identified by participants of this study as prominent Indonesian 
traits. By learning the range of Indonesian personal pronouns as different terms of address, 
student participants are prompted to imagine a hierarchical society that manifests itself 
through politeness, good manners, as well as respect for elders, social status and authority. 
This is an example of L2 learners needing to apply the potential of the imagination to 
attribute meaning to lexical items that contain and reflect cultural dimensions that are not 
necessarily evident in the equivalent lexical items in the learners’ first language. This 
process of interpreting and appropriating meaning is consistent with what Kramsch (2011) 
refers to symbolic competence.   
 
When interviewed during a short-term study program in Indonesia, Bob comments about 
Indonesian society in the following way:  
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You understand the hierarchical system a bit more after spending time there. Like the 
whole sort of Indo culture is really based around that, so you understand that better actually 
not being told by a teacher but seeing it in action. 
What Bob acknowledges in the above quote is the learning potential of observing and 
participating in social interaction as a form of experiential learning; a point I will expand 
upon throughout this thesis. He cites specific examples of respect that reflect the 
hierarchical nature of Indonesian society, i.e. the terms of address of Bapak or Pak (to 
politely address men) and Ibu (to politely address women) and the peci, a hat worn by men 
to represent Islam, but which is also sometimes associated with Indonesian national dress. 
The following quote reflects how he perceives respect: 
The whole respect thing and the way [people] refer to each other with Bapak and Ibu – 
how you talk to someone. Anyone that wears a peci in Indonesia especially the black peci – 
is instantaneously respected from what I’ve noticed –by everyone else around them and in 
fact everyone I see with a peci on I always refer to as Pak… 
This participant demonstrates an imagined respect for the symbolic significance of the 
peci. Largely based on superficial observation, he imagines that the wearing of a peci 
automatically brings great respect. During a follow up interview in Australia, the same 
participant says:  
Indonesians have a much more in-depth sense of politeness and not being rude whereas I 
think a lot of Australians don’t really care about that much about that sort of stuff. The 
hierarchical system of Indonesia, that’s I think the main thing, especially looking back, the 
main thing that governs social interactions in Indonesian, your age and where you are in 
society, I think, really who you have to be respectful for, how you refer to people, you’ve 
got to understand I think that’s the sort of thing you only really get in Indonesia is 
understanding when you can refer to someone as kamu27 and when you have to refer to 
them as bapak [sir] and ibu [ma’am] ... 
The above quote shows Bob’s binary view of politeness as an Indonesian trait and not an 
Australian trait. In viewing politeness in this way, he reflects on an imagined collective 
self, which he refers to “a lot of Australians”, compared to his image of the collective 
Indonesian other. This also shows the reflexive potential of intercultural engagement that 
can enable one to decentre and look back at one’s collective self, a phenomenon that 
Bakhtin (1981) refers to as outsidedness.   
                                                 
27 Kamu = meaning you, generally used amongst close friends. 
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When interviewed 6 months after returning from a one-year study program in Indonesia, 
Anita imagines Indonesian society to be more open and tolerant. She believes Indonesian 
people can relate freely to each other because they know the social conventions of how to 
relate to one another and are governed by politeness. This is part of an imagined 
hierarchical society where interaction is easier. By contrast, she views Australians as 
somewhat standoffish and unsure how to relate to others. In imagining that Indonesians 
have a clear set of social conventions and that Australians do not, Anita essentialises 
Indonesian-ness to something contained and definable whilst she sees Australian-ness as 
unfinished and open-ended. Her thinking on this particular issue at least, reflects what 
Liddicoat (2002) describes as a static view of Indonesian culture and a dynamic view of 
Australian culture. Essentialising the other in this way is an act of othering.   
 
Jim, who studied on a short-term program in Indonesia comments on the hierarchal nature 
of Indonesian society in the following way:  
… it’s all about respect, I think - respect your elders, respect people who are in charge of 
the country – love your country – a lot of national pride I think. 
 
Never having been to Indonesia, Fran’s thinking reflects a stereotypical act of othering in 
imagining that an authoritarianism and respect for teachers is an “Asian thing”. Yet she 
notes how this stereotype has been challenged by her experience, where her Indonesian 
teachers are friendly with students. She comments that her Indonesian teacher at university 
in Australia has become friends with her via Facebook. Lucy, who had visited Indonesia 
but not studied there, speaks of influential engagement with a native speaker Indonesian 
teaching staff member at her university in Australia. She regards the personal dimension of 
that engagement to be profound in enhancing her understanding of Indonesia:  
Particularly my male teacher he’s from Jakarta and he’s Muslim so having the opportunity 
to understand Islam and talk to him about that and how it affects Indonesia and … how 
Islam has had an impact on the politics and he’s helped me to understand that, more so than 
I would’ve gathered, I think, from a book – because it’s a personal experience with him.  
 
For Lucy, experiencing social interaction and discussion of Islamic dimensions of 
Indonesia with an Indonesian Muslim teacher has been influential. The effectiveness of 
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this experience may be because she perceives her teacher’s position as a native speaker and 
as a Muslim to be authentic and therefore more credible, more representative or perhaps 
just more engaging. In any case, this type of social interaction has helped her to construct 
images of Indonesia and how it is influenced by Islam.       
 
5.6 Negative Muslim Stereotypes 
 
Participants comment that negative stereotypes towards Indonesia are common in 
Australia. One of the imagined stereotypes that participants report frequently confronting 
in Australia is how Indonesia as a Muslim country is perceived to be conservative and 
hard-line, with terrorism frequently being mentioned.  
 
Coming from a country town, Anita sees herself as the black sheep of the region as a result 
of learning Indonesian and intercultural engagement. The following quote from an 
interview with her in Indonesia demonstrates negative stereotypes that she faces in 
Australia:  
I told my friends I wanted to study in Indonesia and they say ‘are you going to become a 
terrorist?’ Half jokingly half not… they’re afraid I’m going to get blown up; they’re afraid 
I’ll get Indonesianised - somehow become tainted with this whole Indonesian value that 
they see broadcasted in the Australian media - which is quite regularly bad news. It creates 
a very poor image of Indonesia… 
 
Mary, a mature age student participant who is a frequent visitor to Indonesia, particularly 
Bali, reflects on how a negative stereotype plays out into fear that she experiences:   
I guess it’s unfortunate when I think of religion in Indonesia I now think of the extremist 
Muslims, like everyone else in Australia, and do get a bit paranoid when I go and I think 
‘Oh God, are you the next bomber…what’s in your back pack?’  
This demonstrates the imagination at work in a negative and powerful way. Despite having 
frequently holidayed in Indonesia, Mary had rarely ventured outside the predominantly 
Hindu island of Bali, where it is likely that negative stereotypes of Muslims had been 
reinforced. Mary’s experience demonstrates that in-country experience in itself is not 
necessarily effective in overcoming negative stereotypes. Exposure to another culture will 
not necessarily have a positive transformative effect; it may also act to reinforce the effects 
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of previous exposure to negative stereotypes. Also of interest is how Mary recognises the 
stereotypical view of extremist Muslims and imagines it as the view of the collective self, 
as she suggests that view is held by “everyone else in Australia”. By attributing this view 
to the collective self in this instance, it seems likely that she may be sub-consciously 
masking or trying to justify her own view of how she imagines the Muslim other.         
    
Carly, who studied in Indonesia on a short-term program, has this to say: 
… I’d never been to Indonesia, I’d never really experienced the culture there. I thought, 
like everyone kind of told me before I went it was this Islamic country but then I got there 
and it’s not really the major defining point of the people there. I probably have a lot more 
respect for Indonesia and I’ve warmed to Indonesia and probably think of it more as a 
place I know and a place I could show other people and understand it… 
Carly reflects on her image of Indonesia, prior to going there, as having been shaped by 
stereotypes that she had been exposed to in Australia. She feels that her image of Indonesia 
had been shaped by her Indonesian teacher and exposure to the Australian media and notes 
the change in how she sees Indonesia is a result of her in-country experience. These 
changes in perceptions demonstrate the transformative potential of social interaction and 
experiential learning during in-country L2 study programs.  
 
Comparing the two interviews with Carly, her tone of language had softened and her 
images of Indonesia are far more positive in the follow-up interview in Australia. This 
shows a shift of position over time as she reflects on and synthesises her experiences. It 
points to a constructive role of the imagination in reinterpreting past experiences and 
perceptions, and how the imagination can be applied to future aspirations, as she imagines 
introducing other people to Indonesia. Carly demonstrates a shift in position from an 
outsider without experience or understanding to having inside knowledge that she is keen 
to share with other outsiders. This enhanced reflexivity enables her to split the self into 
individual and collective entities. Her increased intercultural awareness can be seen to have 
resulted from in-country experiential learning that had been enhanced by cognitive or 
intellectual reflection back in Australia. Her altered stance towards Indonesia suggests that 
an in-country study experience has a transformative potential that can be enriched by 
subsequent reflection of a cognitive or intellectual nature.  
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5.7 Unity in Diversity - A Constructed Indonesian Identity 
 
The Indonesian national coat of arms contains the motto Bhineka Tunggal Ika, which is 
Javanese language and often translated as ‘unity in diversity’. This motto arises in the data 
of this research, with some participants noting the apparent contradiction of unity through 
diversity and some having observed pride in a national identity as well as in regional 
identities. Never having been to Indonesia, Fran draws from knowledge acquired through 
formal study to imagine Indonesia as a diverse, multicultural country where an Indonesian 
identity is essentially a political entity. She feels that Indonesians share a collective 
historical experience of occupation by the Japanese and Dutch and, as a result, have 
common views of the outside world.  
 
Having studied in Indonesia, Bob views patriotism as prominent in Indonesia, as he 
explains:   
I think a lot of the Indonesian identity is forced, sort of forced on a lot of Indonesians when 
they go to primary school – the flag, history, national motto – from diversity is one – from 
such a diverse group of people you get sort of one nation and one sort of identity and for an 
archipelago like Indonesia that’s pretty crazy… this country could have easily been 5 or 6 
different countries … you’ve got to say that there’s an Indonesian identity,  a pride in being 
Indonesian. 
 
Anita, who studied for one year in Indonesia, believes a lot of money is spent on events to 
reinforce the imagined community of the Indonesian nation state. She sees Independence 
Day celebrations and parades as showcasing national multiculturalism through traditional 
dances from different regions. She suggests events like this are very important for national 
cohesion because Indonesia’s population is so diverse ethnically, religiously and 
linguistically. Similarly, Anita also perceives Australia as an imagined community and she 
feels unable to identify with people she has not met from the other side of the country, 
where she has not been. In Australia, she suggests an event like Anzac Day28 is used to 
                                                 
28 Anzac is an acronym for: Australian and New Zealand Army Corps. Anzac Day commemorates a 
particular World War One battle in Gallipoli, where Australian and New Zealand forces, under British 
command, were put ashore on the wrong beachfront. They confronted a Turkish stronghold that had a 
strategic high ground advantage in coastal cliffs. The Anzac battle was in itself unsuccessful, yet ironically, 
the Anzac events are often said to have defined Australia as a nation and the ‘Anzac spirit’ refers to 
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connect people by portraying imagined, shared values and qualities that people can identify 
with, or aspire towards, such as perseverance and strength to overcome adversity.  
 
In a follow-up interview in Australia, 6 months after returning from a year studying in 
Indonesia, Anita critiques the notion of an Indonesian identity in this way:  
In reality, Indonesian identity is so less tangible than people try to make it out to be, and 
it’s only through prolonged first-hand experience that you get this idea of what it is to be 
Indonesian ... The identity that the government pushes upon people I think is purely 
political. We are Indonesian, well what does that mean? We follow the Pancasila29 – such 
intangible things – anyone can re-interpret them. There is no such thing as the Indonesian 
identity apart from belonging to a political state and having a political role in that state.  
 
Bob imagines a rich history and cultural heritage in Indonesia that feeds into national and 
regional identities, whereas he sees Australian culture as only having developed over the 
past one hundred years. This view of Australia reflects a colonial influence that overlooks 
Australia’s indigenous people. By contrast, he sees Indonesians’ indigenous people as 
having a voice through a legitimate cultural identity in the form of a regional identity, in 
addition to the more narrow standardised national identity. He says:  
I think a lot of Indonesians are proud the way they carry themselves … I suppose it comes 
back to their cultural identity – they’re very proud of being Indonesian – especially in 
Lombok - they’re very proud of being Sasak…  
Bob sees people as demonstrating both a national and regional identity, as Sasak is the 
name of the indigenous people of Lombok and of their language. This is consistent with a 
post-modern view of identity as being multiple, dynamic and fluid. By contrast, Mary feels 
that Balinese have a distinctive culture and identity that is reflected in their ‘Indonesian-
ness’, yet ambiguously their local cultural identity is also separate. She says: “They might 
not even want to project Indonesian-ness culture. I’m sure that they’d prefer to project 
Balinese-ness.” 
 
                                                 
metaphorically battling difficult circumstances. It remains a reasonably common symbolic reference in 
modern discourse and Anzac Day (25 April) is a national holiday. Despite the passing of all Anzac soldiers, 
celebrations have become increasingly popular in the past decade or two, which suggests a regeneration of 
nationalist and patriotic sentiment.  
29 Pancasila refers to five principles as a preamble to Indonesia’s national constitution. The first principle is 
belief in God. To be perceived as having contravened these principles can have serious implications.    
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Despite having travelled widely in Indonesia, Lucy struggles to articulate a clear image of 
Indonesian culture in saying: “…there’s no way to generalise it … there is no definition of 
the culture.” She feels that the variability of regional cultures are so prominent that the 
culture in every village is unique. However, she believes that humour and friendliness are 
common characteristics across Indonesia but stops short of identifying these traits as part 
of a general notion of Indonesian culture. Overall, student participants struggled to 
articulate a clear picture of Indonesian culture. This did not reflect a lack of exposure. On 
the contrary, it was student participants with the most experience in Indonesia who were 
most likely to question the notion of Indonesian culture. Their extended intercultural 
exposure to social interaction tended to enable them to view the whole notion of culture as 
a more nuanced, complex and problematic concept. This enabled them to think more 
critically about Indonesian culture along with their own cultural background. It also 
prompted some to think how a national culture is imagined and how a national identity is 
constructed.  
 
5.8 Cultural Complexities and Contradictions 
 
The data discussed so far suggests that in-country experience does not necessarily help 
language learners develop a clear picture of what Indonesian culture is. Perhaps this is the 
case because in-depth intercultural experience prompts learners to question the definition 
of culture and to view culture as being something much broader. This may result from in-
depth observation and engagement where the self begins to gain an appreciation of the 
complexities, nuances and apparent contradictions of the other. In this process, learners are 
more likely to start to see elements of the other in their self, which may make it more 
difficult to conceptualise a culture of otherness.     
 
When interviewed in Indonesia, Jim has this to say about Indonesian culture:  
I think you come with certain interpretations and when you get here it’s a lot more complex 
than you could possibly imagine. And even Indonesian people themselves, I find, well my 
interpretation, my experience is, there’s many contradictions within this culture and the 
people. 
The following series of quotes outlines the cultural contradictions that he perceives: 
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… drinking is not seen as a good thing yet many people drink here. That comes to mind 
first and foremost I think. Others would say the taboo subject of sex before marriage – 
whilst the majority of the population believe you shouldn’t have sex before marriage 
there’s a large proportion that do, in fact. The subservience of women and the status of 
women in this society – there’s a certain element of the man obviously has higher status – 
whilst women are below – however the respect for one’s mother is higher than say the 
father. So it’s an interesting dynamic. Things like that… 
…whilst the people want a government that’s honest, corruption plays such a key part of 
politics –that it keeps people in jobs and people are safe so there’s still that acceptance of 
corruption whilst wanting to obviously clean up and get rid of corruption… 
…when you’re in the car or on a bike it’s madness and everything else is slow and 
relaxed… 
 
Anita, who studied for one year in Indonesia, alludes to the complexity of cultural 
representations and stereotyping. In elaborating how in Indonesia friends had portrayed 
Indonesian culture to her, she says:  
…they tried to project a modern, up-and-coming Western rip-off identity, which was 
taking me to the malls. How is that Indonesian? That’s Western. But they’re trying to, sort 
of, bring up the Indonesian identity, I think, and go ‘this is what we do’, and I’m like ‘no, 
you go to the market, you go down to the local snooker hall - don’t lie to me’. I know … 
what they were showing me was not Indonesian-ness. … they wanted to be seen as like me 
– what they thought was me. And that was really disturbing to me. 
This shows how imagination can work in various ways. Anita believes that her friends are 
portraying Indonesian culture based on what they imagine she will enjoy or because they 
want to be like her. Anita denies shopping malls as being representative of Indonesian 
culture but imagines markets and pool halls as being representative. This shows the 
potentially complex role of imagination in representations of culture and its arbitrary 
nature. Anita’s adamant stance that shopping malls are not part of Indonesian culture 
demonstrates the practice of othering and a binary logic where she associates shopping 
malls as being Western and modern and therefore not Indonesian. On the one hand, this 
participant struggles to articulate what Indonesian culture is and yet in this instance adopts 
a stance that essentialises the other in constructing imaginary cultural boundaries. In doing 
so, she demonstrates an intolerance of ambiguity and a repressive act that pre-judges 
cultural traits of the other and denies the other the opportunity to define itself.      
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5.9 An Imagined Easy Going Culture 
 
A desirable Indonesian trait that captures the imagination of participants is an easy-going, 
laid-back and relaxed demeanour. When interviewed in Indonesia during a short-term 
study program Bob says: “…everyone in Indonesia is a bit happy go lucky and everyone’s 
a bit easy going…” During a follow-up interview in Australia when asked about particular 
aspects of Indonesian culture that he relates to, Bob refers to an easy-going or laid-back 
nature in the following way: “It doesn’t matter aspect, tidak apa-apa, that rubber time 
aspect …most Indonesians are so cruisy, so relaxed, nothing really bugs them and it 
doesn’t matter if you’re late.” 
 
Consistent with this easy-going trait, Bob also comments on harmony between Hindu and 
Muslim communities in one particular city where “… you see that diversity of religion so 
close together. From what I’ve noticed there is absolutely no tension between anyone in 
Indonesia – it’s all yeah, whatever goes…” This demonstrates an idealized imagined 
harmony and tolerance, consistent with an easy-going nature. Bob’s views are based on 
limited observation at the time of the first interview after he had studied in Indonesia for 
about four weeks.  
 
In a follow-up interview in Australia, when asked if she misses anything about Indonesia, 
Carly replies:  
I probably miss just the relaxed days – just went to uni and afterwards just sort of did what 
we wanted. I miss the sun – nice weather. I miss some of the people and … I liked talking 
about our culture and showing people vegemite and finding things in supermarkets 
overseas, which are Australian – so I probably enjoyed showing my teachers our things…  
Carly’s reflections suggest that she imagines Indonesia as having a slower pace of life as 
she is missing the relaxed nature of things along with the exotic tropical weather. She also 
enjoys sharing aspects of her own culture, which suggests she also misses the intercultural 
engagement that social interaction offers.   
 
Joy, who studied in Indonesia on a short-term program, reports being propositioned very 
explicitly by men in bars in tourist areas in Indonesia. She finds this is a very different 
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dynamic and far more direct than she had experienced in Australia. She imagines this to be 
part of an easy-going culture, explaining it in the following way:  
They’re probably just not as serious in that sort of way – more joking and more laid back 
and easy going and not easily offended – in those sort of situations... 
 
When interviewed in Indonesia during a short-term study program, Jim perceived 
Indonesia to be relaxed, of a slow pace that ran according to “Indonesian time” except for 
the “madness” of traffic, which he describes as being contrary to everything else. When 
asked to clarify what he means about ‘Indonesian time’, he responds: 
Whenever it happens – it’ll eventually happen - Indonesian time. Oh yeah, as well – 
minimal foresight – so looking into the future only for a short period of time. I think that’s 
a big difference between [the] Australian ethos – we generally look ahead more, even with 
our investments, the way we structure our families, the way we do business, we look into 
the future to a certain degree – planning for future growth – all these sorts of things, 
whereas in Indonesia there’s an element of only looking into the near future or living in a 
state for what it is… and probably, certainly not living in the past… 
 This imagined cultural trait of Indonesian society as being very laid-back and relaxed 
captures the imagination of participants. However, Jim relates a view of time that reflects a 
binary logic where a superior “Australian ethos” is based on long-term planning whereas 
he sees “Indonesian time” as being characterised by “minimal foresight”. Jim’s view of 
‘Indonesian time’ reflects a re-used stereotype that has implications of being poorly 
organised and even lazy, and represents an act of othering. This is consistent with the 
notion of a complex and contradictory ambivalence towards the imagined, as described by 
Bhabha (1994), where the other can be viewed as inferior and yet strangely attractive. At 
times, being laid-back and relaxed is viewed by participants as an inferior trait and linked 
with being lazy and disorganised. However, the imagined easy-going culture of Indonesia 
is also identified as an alluring cultural trait by student participants and offers an imagined 
escapism from the constraints that they feel in their own society (see 5.13). 
 
5.10 An Imagined Comfortable Place 
 
When interviewed in Indonesia Joy says:   
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I love the culture – I feel really at home here – it’s sort of a lot like Australian culture but 
so much different as well – it’s like the same but really different – it’s really relaxed - it’s 
so interesting and diverse… obviously it’s a bit more relaxed than in Australia but it’s sort 
of a safe feeling here – it’s really cool. 
Later in the interview that was conducted in Indonesia Joy says “I feel at home here”. She 
goes on to say that she likes the way people talk to her and the flexibility of time, which 
she refers to as “Bali time”. She also comments on the flexibility of road behaviour and 
interprets that to mean there are no road rules but merely suggestions. She indicates that 
she likes the notion of bending the rules and goes on to say “… I feel at home here - I feel 
safe – like a second home…” These aspects of flexibility of time and rules seem to capture 
Joy’s imagination as very attractive traits of Indonesian culture. It is as if the negotiation, 
or pushing of boundaries, is the attraction, and that it engenders an imagined sense of 
empowerment and freedom.   
 
Bob, who studied in Indonesia, enjoyed interacting with people and finds humour to be a 
prominent part of social interaction: “The classes, even, with our Indonesian teachers are 
some of the funniest things I do… it’s an Indonesian thing that I’ve noticed that’s 
everything’s funny - all the time…”He also speaks of an excursion to an Indonesian market 
where he finds himself the source of humour: 
…it was the funniest thing in the world to them – what was going on – but it was a little bit 
intimidating –that everyone was laughing – but I have never had a situation where I have 
felt unsafe – not in Indonesia –never… I’ve never felt sort of intimated or unsafe in any 
way, shape or form in Indonesia. 
Despite being laughed at en masse in a public setting, Bob reflects on the experience in a 
broader context as imagining Indonesia as a welcoming, safe place where he is comfortable 
and feels a sense of freedom.  
 
In reflecting on intercultural engagement in Indonesia, student participants describe a sense 
of comfort, safety and fulfilment. Their reflections engage memories of past encounters, 
which they overwhelmingly view as being positive. Such memories evoke their 
imagination to reconsider past encounters and to formulate a more holistic, generalised 
view of Indonesian society, such as Bob does in saying: “… everything’s funny – all the 
time…” Joy, goes one step further in expressing a sense of comfort and happiness in 
Indonesia in likening Indonesia to a second home for her. This is similar to Fran’s feelings, 
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who whilst never having been to Indonesia, imagines it as a desirable and comfortable 
intercultural space, which she yearns to explore. In this way, Fran imagines what Indonesia 
is like but also what she expects to experience in an intercultural space of social 
interaction.          
 
5.11 Imagination - Drawing from the Past  
 
Imagining is not merely something that applies to anticipating the future. Imagining is also 
used to reinterpret the past within the consciousness of the dialogic self, where a 
multiplicity of voices reflects on past experiences and reinterprets new perspectives that 
the individual did not previously have. In this way, position shifts of identity can readily 
change over time.  
 
Having travelled to Indonesia several times, Lucy reflects on her observations and 
experiences and to analyse the sense of happiness that she feels.  
I’m not saying everyone in Indonesia is happy but in my opinion it tends to be no matter 
what’s going on, Indonesian people tend to find a positive way to look at things. They tend 
to, and I guess this is a generalisation because my experiences are kind of limited, even 
though I have travelled a lot I am still quite limited in what I have done and what I know, 
but one thing, and it’s probably what has made me fall in love with the culture is just that 
overwhelming happiness and that ability to make any situation a positive and if I take even 
just take a little bit of that away from my time there, and not necessarily take it away but 
become part of that, in a sense, I feel like I will be so much more rewarded for doing so, 
but just that kind of, you’re walking down the street and everyone, well not everyone, but 
smiles on people’s faces and not just a smile because I think smiles can lie, but you can see 
in people’s eyes they are genuinely… it’s genuine. 
In the above quote Lucy demonstrates a strong emotional connection as she claims to have 
fallen in love with Indonesian culture, and sees that connection as a great source of 
happiness. Lucy also recognises that she is generalising and at risk of essentialising the 
other in terms of identifying the act of making any situation a positive as an Indonesian 
trait. She acknowledges that her views are based on her limited experiences in Indonesia. 
Nonetheless, Lucy demonstrates the generative role of the imagination as she adopts a 
positive mindset and reflects on how she reinterprets bad experiences to gain something 
positive from them:  
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… I’ve so many great experiences over there … but I’ve also had some really bad ones – 
like I’ve had some kind of traumatic, terrifying, horrific experiences that potentially 
endangered my life …and yet somehow I don’t take anything bad away from that. Instead I 
kind of feel like I’ve learned something from an experience that’s been like that. I think 
that speaks really true to something that I feel about Indonesia, that if even when 
something bad happens you can still take something positive away from it. There must be 
some kind of connection I have or something that inside of me that has such respect and 
such love for Indonesia that I can look past something really bad. … I think that I’m a 
better person for it.  
Lucy describes a sense of personal enrichment, even from her negative experiences in 
Indonesia. What she describes suggests a transformative potential of the imagination to 
reinterpret negative experiences from her past to selectively reappropriate positive 
meanings.   
 
5.12 Imagination in Anticipating the Future  
 
Interpreting otherness requires one to imagine how others might think or react to certain 
ideas, situations or propositions that one has yet to encounter. This can be thought of as a 
predictive ability or skill of the intercultural speaker. However, rather than operating 
within the constraints of what one thinks or knows about a familiar cultural other, an 
ability to anticipate otherness should involve an open mind to the possibilities that can be 
generated by the unfamiliar other.  
 
For learners of Indonesian in Australia who have never been to the country where the 
target language is spoken, it is likely that their experiences of social encounters with 
Indonesians have been minimal, so their image of the other is almost entirely imagined. 
After studying in Indonesia for one year, Anita reflects on how her initial imagined 
perceptions had changed: 
Before going to Java I had no idea how Muslim Indonesia was … We honestly thought 
Indonesia was Balinese - you’ve got the Hindu dancers – we had no idea about the culture 
of the rest of Indonesia so all of a sudden we’re faced with this whole Muslim thing and 
being young and naïve you’ve got no idea what to think about it … I wanted to prepare 
myself – I wanted to be as open minded as possible – I didn’t want to go in going Muslim, 
Muslim, Muslim seeing everything as sort of a religiously influenced cultural artefact. … 
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before I went over, people are telling me – “why are you going to a Muslim country – 
doesn’t that disturb you? 
Lucy, who had travelled to Indonesia on several occasions, reflects on her pre-conceived 
notions in this way:  
 When I went to Jakarta I had this, from what I’d heard through my friends, through books 
my understanding was that there was going to be this overwhelming element of religion 
and there is but I was expecting to see it like on a kind of physical note as well. I was 
expecting to see everyone wearing sort of Muslim clothing whether it was wearing the 
headdress, I was expecting to see, and I did see it, but I was expecting a lot more and then I 
met up with my friend in Jakarta and she was in shorts and a T-shirt… it wasn’t as 
traditional as what I’d thought it’d be – there was this real strong element of modern-ness, 
women weren’t necessarily covered up, they were showing skin. There was still the 
element of religion present and I guess that kind of speaks to my misunderstanding of 
religion as well. Religion doesn’t necessarily mean what you wear or what you do in your 
daily life. Just because you’re not covered up doesn’t necessarily mean it’s not there but 
that kind of again goes towards my understanding of Indonesian culture or part of 
Indonesian culture – just because you can’t see it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s not there.  
Lucy believes her imagining of Indonesia as a traditional culture is influenced by text 
books, which she feels can become out-dated quite quickly. She finds Indonesia is more 
modern than she had anticipated in saying: “…something I didn’t expect to see walking 
through a street of Jakarta or even Bali – everybody’s got a mobile phone…” 
 
Before going to Indonesia, Lucy imagined formal language was used by older people and 
slang was used by younger people. Her experience in Indonesia leads her to appreciate a 
more nuanced situation: 
… I kind of thought formal language was for people who were a little bit older and then 
slang was for kids and teenagers and young adults and things like that, but I have friends 
that are like 19 and 20 and speak very formal language and friends … at 30 and 40 they 
speak and I can’t even understand them, so many shortened words and things like that, so I 
guess it just depends on the person …it depends who you’re with. … I get a lot of slang 
and a lot of formal as well and all different ages as well so you can never make a clear 
generalisation or assumption. You kind of never know until you speak to someone what 
kind of language is going to come at you.  
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From experience in Indonesia Lucy has gained an appreciation of the complexity and 
variability of language use and realises it is difficult to anticipate what to expect. However, 
she is aware of the need for a repertoire of formal and informal varieties of language from 
which to draw from, for use in various situations such as a formal setting in the university 
environment to street slang in roadside food stalls. In addition to linguistic features, 
imagining cultural norms comes into play if trying to anticipate or predict how people 
might speak in terms of content that reflects attitudes, opinions and values.  
 
One problematic issue that arises for several participants is how their lack of religious 
beliefs is viewed. Jan, who studied in Indonesia for one year, says:  
It’s very important to believe in God – no matter which way you go about it – you have to 
believe in God – people won’t accept me thinking there’s no God. … If people ask I’ll say 
I’m Christian and then that’s normally the end of the conversation … I normally only have 
that conversation with people I’m pretty good friends with. 
 
Other participants similarly feel uncomfortable discussing religion because they imagine 
that their position as atheists is unacceptable, and that such a position will be interpreted to 
mean that they have no morals. Past experience enables participants to imagine people’s 
responses in future interactions where atheism is deemed as unacceptable. In this situation, 
anticipating reactions from people who participants do not know well often leads them to 
be more ‘culturally compliant’ in responding to the issue of religion by claiming they are 
Christian, and thereby satisfying expectations. However, participants are more open with 
their close friends and discuss their lack of religious beliefs. By selecting who they tell 
about their lack of religious beliefs, participants imagine that friends will respond in a 
more tolerant manner and be more accommodating or understanding. Conversely, with 
Indonesians that they do not know, participants imagine the other to be conservative in 
terms of expecting everyone to have a religion.   
 
The examples outlined above show how the role of imagination is important in 
intercultural engagement. Being able to reflect on past experiences and imagine how future 
interaction may operate enables one to predict and prepare a repertoire of responses that 
subsequently equips one to select a response deemed appropriate for particular intercultural 
situations. Using the imagination in this way is a useful strategy and something that 
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language learners inherently do to predict future encounters. However, predicting the other 
in this essentialist manner is not entirely reliable due to the unpredictable nature of the 




The easy going, laid-back and relaxed nature of Indonesia is identified as a very attractive 
cultural trait that plays out in participants’ desire to escape from the constraints of their 
own society, to a more comfortable space. In a follow-up interview in Australia, after 
studying in Indonesia for one year, Anita demonstrates a desire to seek something better:  
Before I went to Indonesia I thought Australia was the pits – I wanted to get out – I found it 
really, really restricting… it was the freedoms in Indonesia that I enjoyed the most. I can 
get on my motor bike and go wherever I want. I can go talk to whoever I want…coming 
back here [Australia] and just having an absolute lack of this freedom and this huge 
overwhelming weight of social expectations in areas that I found so liberating in Indonesia 
– I find Australia so much more restrictive but, a big but, it works both ways.  
She also says in the follow-up interview in Australia: “… back here, Oh my God, I miss 
Indonesia so much because their idea of public and openness is just so valuable.” 
Upon reflection, back in Australia, these notions of “openness” and “public” are 
reinterpreted as positive aspects of Indonesian culture, whereas when Anita was first 
interviewed in Indonesia, she interprets the social phenomena of openness as a “lack of 
personal space and lack of privacy”. When first interviewed in Indonesia, Anita was 
experiencing close social contact on a daily basis, which she found to be difficult, viewing 
the lack of privacy and personal space as problematic. However, in the follow up 
interview, having been back in Australia for about six months, she yearns for the close 
social contact she had experienced in Indonesia. This shows how an experience can be 
reconceptualised over time. In this case, what is originally regarded as a negative 
phenomenon is later reinterpreted and imagined as a positive phenomenon.  
 
During the follow up interview in Australia, Anita goes on to say:  
So, no matter how I viewed things over there, certainly back here the grass is greener back 
in Indonesia, in terms of, I’ve used this word before, ‘communalness’. I love this word, 
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communalness – people care – no matter if they care only because of self interest … I 
don’t care what their motivation was for interacting with me – it was interaction.  
The following quote about how Anita sees herself relating to Indonesians demonstrates 
shifting perceptions over time and space and how experiences can be re-imagined and 
reinterpreted: 
My intercultural relations with them are completely loving. I adore Indonesians. They are 
the best, most sincerest people on the planet. I couldn’t see that when I was over there. I 
saw them as pushy and invasive…    
 
Jan, who also studied in Indonesia for one year, reflects on her sense of freedom that she 
experienced in Indonesia in the following way: 
Different freedoms, like you can just hop on a motorbike and go anywhere you want – you 
know, and you don’t have to have a licence or anything like that. And just everything’s sort 
of easy. Like if you want to get somewhere definitely it’s kind of easy to get there and do 
whatever you want, you know, as long as you have the money and the will. 
The above quote reflects a dimension of escapism, particularly of going “anywhere you 
want” on a motorbike. Not needing a licence suggests a relaxed environment with relative 
freedom. Jan feels a sense of adventure, freedom and enjoyment that she attributes to the 
experience of being in Indonesia.  
 
Jan goes on to compare her time in Indonesia with the 6-month period she has been back in 
Australia in the following way:  
I always just felt when I was there [Indonesia] that I could always just go somewhere else – 
do something else. Whereas … pretty much the whole time since I’ve been back… I 
haven’t had the money or the time to go away. 
This suggests a sense of yearning for certain freedoms that she enjoyed in Indonesia and 
the way in which imagination enables her to reflect on her time in Indonesia with a 
nostalgic sense of escapism.  
 
A sense of escapism is also evident in the words of Mary, who had frequently holidayed in 
Indonesia:  
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I sort of feel very proud of myself that I can jump off a plane and start communicating with 
these people ... And I really like to do it – it’s just another exciting aspect of 
communication with people that you wouldn’t normally talk to and … I tend to find that if 
you do just go and talk to anyone they’re happy to talk to you. It’s not like they think 
you’re weird or ‘what does she want?’, like you might in Australia. 
 
Lucy, who had not formally studied in Indonesia but who had frequently visited the 
country, describes her desire for being there and the associated sense of escapism and 
adventure: 
… at the end of 2008 I went back for the second time that year by myself and I was 17. I 
jumped on a plane and, like “see you later family” I really had no interest at that time in 
being in Australia, this is where I wanted to go, I didn’t think I was coming home, and 
since then I’ve been back for another 6 weeks this year, so 7-8 times now. 
 
Never having visited Indonesia, Fran describes the desire that may contribute to her 
motivation to study another language: “I find myself kind of often feeling as though I’m 
without a country because my entire heritage is English…” Fran imagines a more desirable 
intercultural space as she implies that she is not entirely comfortable in Australian society. 
She yearns and for a better place, which in part she constructs in her imagination based on 
stories from her peers who have previously studied in Indonesia. With a touch of envy, 
Fran describes a friend who had travelled to Indonesia and “fell in love with the place” 
who regards it to be “a kind of home away from home” where she feels she can happily 
live. Fran describes her friend’s sense of freedom in being able to ride a motorbike with 
another friend and not to have to worry about road rules, which were flexible. The notion 
of freedom is reinforced by what she describes in an imaginary notion of a “culture of 
bargaining”.  
 
The notion of escapism into a desirable intercultural space seems to be linked to a 
perceived flexibility or a sense of negotiation where limits can be tested. The student 
participants in this research were at a transitional stage of life, having left school and 
childhood behind and aspiring towards adult life as university graduates. This was evident 
in their interviews as participants who had learned Indonesian at school reflected on their 
childhood images of the cultural other, and most participants mentioned future career 
ambitions. For these participants, studying at university is a time to explore their 
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capabilities, potentialities and boundaries, what it means to be a young adult and aspiring 
towards a sense of agency in determining their future. Several participants mentioned 
aspirations to explore future possibilities of working and living in Indonesia. For most of 
these participants, the sense of flexibility that appears to apply to certain things in 
Indonesia has been applied more broadly to imagine an exotic, attractive lifestyle in 
Indonesia that offers exciting possibilities.     
 
5.14 The Transformative Imagination  
 
Imagination can play a transformative role in how an L2 learner views or imagines the 
target culture. The transformative potential of being part of an imagined intercultural 
community is reflected by Lucy who had frequently visited Indonesia and who feels a 
sense of connectedness, although she is unable to explain its nature:  
… this is more than just learning the language and this is more than just travelling there 
and whether it’s on a holiday or going there to learn – like it’s more than that – it’s 
something that kind of connects with you because there’s something more. 
An imaginative potential has enabled Lucy to see future potentialities in the intercultural 
space that she has experienced and has changed the way she engages with Indonesia, as she 
describes in saying: 
 it went from this is more than just a holiday destination - this is somewhere I’m really 
interested in and a place I really want to go, you know, potentially study there, maybe live 
there, work there, things like that.  
  
Connecting with Indonesian culture enables Lucy to attain a sense of happiness or 
contentment. She reports being able to do this in Australia by entering into an Indonesian 
social environment in an Indonesian restaurant. The following interview excerpt describes 
a kind of liberating escapism of how she is transformed when in an intercultural space:   
 I tend to do it whenever I’m having a bad day or I’m having a day when the clouds are out 
and it kind of feels a bit grey and stuff – I go to an Indonesian restaurant or something I 
know – because I know it’s going to brighten my day and make me feel happy because 
engaging in Indonesian culture – that’s what it does for me – it brings out a happy side to 
me. So I’ll walk in and I won’t just sort of pull out the menu and sit down, and it sounds 
stupid but I tend to walk in and engage in the restaurant in an Indonesian kind way, like it 
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sounds so stupid, and I’ll sit there and I might sit there for like a couple of hours – 
whatever it takes to kind of, like it sounds really stupid, but I’ll sit there I’ll just keep 
ordering my kopi susu30, sit there and kind of eavesdrop on the people next to me and kind 
of just, it’s kind of a creepy way to do it but, you know, to me I just feel like I’m in an 
Indonesian setting and that’s kind of translating over to me. Then you walk out the front 
and someone is smoking a clove cigarette and you stand there and the smell, even just the 
smell will make me feel like I’m engaging in Indonesian culture. Things as well trigger so 
many memories, sitting in a restaurant, hearing all these conversations happening around 
me from all different senses - eating Indonesian food or even just the smell of an 
Indonesian cigarette - it does to me make me feel like I’m engaging in the culture – even if 
it’s in Australia, I still feel that kind of, the same way I would if I was in Indo. 
What Lucy describes above is the affective power of the senses to connect with memories 
and tap into imaginative power. She tells of the uplifting emotions triggered by smells of 
clove cigarettes and hearing people speak Indonesian that makes her feel like she is 
engaging Indonesian culture. She explains that she goes to an Indonesian restaurant in 
Melbourne to make herself feel better. This example demonstrates the transformative 
power of the imagination that Lucy enacts to find an intercultural space and its potential to 
change her mood by making her feel better.    
 
The following statement from Fran, who has never been to Indonesia, suggests that an in-
country experience is not necessarily required in order to tap into the transformative 
potential of imagination for personal enrichment: 
I think that those who don’t rethink their own personal values and ways of doing things 
when studying another culture have missed the boat. But because often there are a lot of 
things in this world that a lot of people wouldn’t consider unless they were suggested to 
them from an outside source and so a lot of moments in cultural classes and also just in my 
own study at home where a certain point will be made about the culture and people go “Oh, 
really? That’s weird” or “That’s brilliant, why didn’t we think of that?” and it can be from 
the most earth shattering important thing whether it’s moralistic of whatever… through to 
the tiniest little mundane way of thinking or way of doing things but I think my 
appreciation of my own heritage and how that informs upon my way of life is a lot richer 
and a lot more detailed than it would have been had I not engaged in foreign language and 
culture study. 
                                                 
30 Kopi susu = coffee with milk. 
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For Fran, L2 and C2 study has enriched her own background heritage by providing 
reflexive potential to explore new identity positions that are shaped by interculturality. 
 
However, the most powerful testament to transformative potential of the imagination from 
the data of this research is from student participants who have in-country experience. This 
is not surprising as first-hand experience in social interaction is likely to be more profound. 
For example, Brit who had holidayed in Bali several times, had a traumatic but 
transformative experience in Indonesia, which she explains in the following way: 
The third time I went I was actually there for the Bali bombings on October the first 2005 
and that whole experience just changed my mind about Indonesia and the people itself, for 
a good way ... On the night itself I had lost contact with the person I was travelling with 
and so I was kind of lost and a bit of a mess because our bombings was right around the 
corner from our hotel and so the Balinese people kind of looked after me and they were my 
refuge and they couldn’t speak very good English and I kind of felt … if I had the 
opportunity to repay them by being able to speak to them, and I was forever grateful, and 
they were affected so much by that event – I just really felt for them – from there I just had 
to learn Indonesian. 
Brit describes the Balinese people who look after her as her “refuge”. She feels indebted to 
them and feels that learning Indonesian language is a symbolic way of repaying an 
imagined debt. As a result, she started learning Indonesian at university after no previous 
L2 study experience of Indonesian. This is a powerful example of the transformative 
potential of the imagination that emerged from experienced social interaction and 
prompted Brit to learn Indonesian language.  
 
When speaking Indonesian, Brit perceives herself to adopt what she feels is an Indonesian 
cultural trait of openness, as she explains: 
I feel more open, I guess, to learning about different people. I feel, if I’m learning the 
language I’m speaking the language – then I’m open to new experiences from that country. 
I think you can understand the culture better by learning the language. 
This reflects an emotional dimension that she feels when speaking Indonesian, which she 
elaborates and reflects upon in the following way: 
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… like I’m adjusting, I’m adapting to their society and even my behaviours change… I 
think I’m respectful, my tone of voice changes, I get more excited when I speak 
Indonesian.  
When speaking Indonesian, Brit reports heightened excitement as part of an emotional 
response. She also alludes to how she changes in intercultural interaction, by being more 
respectful and adapting her behaviour. This shows how she experiences a fluidity of 
identity positions by transiting in and out of intercultural spaces.  
 
Data from student participants reflect the transformative potential of the imagination. For 
some participants, it is clear that using the language is accompanied by affective 
dimensions and emotional reactions where they feel different than if they are speaking 
English. Some students report feeling excited and energised when using the language and 
an awareness that they also behave differently. These embodied dimensions are triggered 
by the power of the imagination of what it means to be a L2 user and to operate in an 
intercultural space, as experienced by participants who frequently engaged in a wide range 




Anticipating otherness strikes a chord with the notion of worldmindedness, which Lo 
Bianco (2009) describes as applying to unfamiliar cross-cultural situations. In the context 
of an unfamiliar culture, one is reliant on background knowledge and how this might be 
applied to a generalised other. Conceptualising a generalised other risks overgeneralising 
and stereotyping, but it may be useful if applied carefully and sensitively where one is 
cognisant of the nuanced complexity, subtlety and fluidity of culture itself.  
 
Learners are capable of reflecting on the benefits of their language learning experience, 
which involve the use of imagination. Sentiments of participants throughout the data of this 
research are echoed by the following comment from one student: “I think I’m a better 
person for learning about another culture, another language, another part of the world 
outside my own.” 
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When reflecting on her year studying in Indonesia, in the following quote Jan describes a 
lack of awareness of her own culture until she had something to compare it to, which 
enables her to look back at her own culture from the outside:  
… like you think where you live is pretty normal and you don’t have any culture and you 
don’t have any ideas about anything but you go away and you realise that other people do 
things differently and you can contrast and see that we do have culture…  
This shows heightened reflexivity and the role of imagination in reflecting on one’s own 
culture from the perspective of otherness and is evidence of what Bakhtin refers to as 
outsidedness (Bakhtin 1981; Holquist 2002), a concept that I will expand upon in 
subsequent chapters. 
 
Bob reflects on his short-term in-country study experience as generating possibilities to 
appreciate otherness, even an unfamiliar otherness:  
…with overseas travel particularly into an Asian country that is vastly different to us … it 
gives you a better appreciation of different cultures. More appreciative of that, more 
understanding of just other cultures in general, I guess, after sort of being exposed to one. 
He provides an example of rubbish disposal to demonstrate how he struggles to understand 
what he observes in Indonesia:    
What I’ve tried to do is notice the little things about the way Indonesians go about things 
and trying to understand why they do it. An example is wherever you are in Mataram, 
Senggigi or Kuta, you look around and there is rubbish everywhere. The first thing you 
notice is Oh My God, this place is disgusting, it’s filthy, there’s rubbish everywhere, why 
am I here? They seem to pile it up and burn it… and that’s that, but you have to ask 
yourself where does that come from? Why do they do that? I suppose it’s originally, before 
plastics, and you still get it now, everything was wrapped in banana leaves and banana 
leaves can be thrown on the ground quite easily and don’t pose a pollution hazard, whereas 
… that cultural practice has stayed there and it’s bad coz everything’s plastic and it really 
smells bad when it burns.  
 
Rather than simply being judgemental, which is a common initial reaction, Bob speaks of 
trying not to judge what he observes but of trying to understand it. To do that, Bob 
describes the thought process as he grapples to make sense of phenomena in a different 
cultural setting by imagining the other’s perspective:   
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With Indonesians it’s more sort of been me sitting back and going ‘Alright, there’s this 
thing about Indonesia that I don’t really like’ for example the rubbish I gave before - but 
why did they do that, where did that come from? Why is that happening? It’s more me 
trying to understand how Indonesian culture comes about … it’s been my own sort of 
perceptions, questions, thoughts… 
 
Anita, who studied in-country, comments on the importance of being open to other views, 
opinions and ways of doing things, rather than being judgemental:  
… they look at us and they know we dress differently and are brought up in this different 
community and environment – here they go to school, boys sit over here, girls sit over 
there - can’t mix – is that the reason there’s so much rape and stuff in some countries like 
that? You never know – are they supposed to restrict boys and girls from seeing each other 
until they’re ready to get married? There’s no right way to do everything… 
She elaborates with another example to the possibility of a multiplicity of ways of doing 
things: 
… you think terrible drivers because the traffic’s so chaotic but then it works so you sort of 
understand that’s just their way of life and it’s not wrong just because we’re a western 
country – it doesn’t mean we’re right – it’s just different. 
In this way, Anita challenges the binary logic of the superior self and the inferior other, as 
described by Kristeva (1991) and acknowledges that adopting a different mindset is a 
conscious act. Anita refers to the ability to decentre from one’s own perspective in a 
reflexive process that enables one to explore alternative positions of otherness by using the 
imagination to see things through the eyes of the other. She reflects on her in-country 
experience as having a transformative effect that enables her to be more ‘world-minded’ 
and to view otherness more openly: 
I’d probably be more open to talking to foreigners here – just like, I wouldn’t be scared to 
go up to them … Maybe a bit more respect for how things work in other countries and not 
just saying “they’re doing it wrong.” 
 
An awareness of avoiding over-generalising, stereotyping and negative judgement of 
otherness is demonstrated by student participants, and is consistent with the concept of 
worldmindedness. As outlined above, these participants suggest that one’s view of a 
superior self and inferior other is something akin to a default position of one’s inherent 
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initial reaction, as influenced by their societal background. They tell how they have 
changed from this mindset through more reflexive thinking that has been enhanced through 
frequent experiences of intercultural engagement. These participants have become more 
self-critical and developed the ability to decentre from the self, by imagining perceptions 
and positions of the other. This enables the self to imagine the individual self as split from 
the collective cultural self and to adopt unique positions in an intercultural space. The 




This chapter has explored the role of the imagination in engaging inter-culturally. 
Imagining the other can be done in various ways to construct either positive or negative 
images of the other. The role of the imagination emerges prominently in the data of student 
participants who had never travelled to Indonesia and those who had in-country 
experience. Imagining the other is seen to play out in two key ways: imagining the 
unfamiliar that has not yet been experienced, and imagining or reflecting upon that which 
has been experienced. In exploring the other through the imagination, there is also shown 
to be an inherent element of self-reflection. This is evident in dialogically imagining the 
other, where elements of the self are apparent through the other. Dialogic thought is also 
evident where participants imagine the other in binary opposition to the self.  
 
A binary view of self and other emerges as a negative dimension of the imagination, where 
one imagines the other to be the opposite of the self. This is how stereotyping and othering 
can come about, as discussed in the context of media reporting but also in the perceptions 
of student participants. I have shown how negative media reporting in Australia can draw 
from negative historical discourses of fear, distrust and dislike of Asians that can be 
reappropriated to the present day to demonise the Indonesian other. It is also evident how 
student participants, even after one year of in-country study, can still adopt a repressive 
stance towards the other that enacts stereotyping and performs acts of othering. This shows 
a fluidity of identity positions and that even sustained exposure to social interaction with 
the other does not eradicate the possibility of othering, but there is potential for exposure to 
reinforce pre-existing stereotypes.           
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The imagination enables a variable multiplicity of identity positions. For example, in 
section 5.8 Anita demonstrates a repressive stance, by essentialising the other in terms of 
how she sees their shopping habits as being in the market rather than in modern shopping 
malls. In this repressive act of othering she categorises the other and denies the other the 
right to shape their own identity. Yet in section 5.15, Anita demonstrates worldmindedness 
in elaborating on the right of the other to have alternative identity positions and not to be 
judged for perceived differences. She alludes to the need of awareness not to deny the 
other, and in doing so implies that repressive acts of othering are a continual risk of one’s 
inherent reaction to otherness. With heightened reflexivity, at the time of her follow up 
interview in Australia, she even identifies this tendency in herself.       
 
The inherent risk of othering is again demonstrated by Anita, who when first interviewed 
in Indonesia was very negative about social invasiveness that she had experienced and a 
lack of personal space and privacy. When interviewed again 6 months later in Australia she 
had reinterpreted those negative experiences and expressed a yearning for the intense 
social contact that she perceives to be a cultural norm in Indonesia. Her imagination had 
enabled her to reconceptualise invasiveness as the openness of a caring society. This type 
of re-evaluation demonstrates a fluidity of identity positions attributed to self and other.    
 
In terms of social interaction, the imagination is shown to be important for reflecting on 
past experiences and in anticipating future intercultural engagement. In anticipating social 
interaction, the imagination is important in predicting content of discussion and likely 
responses, and the possible directions that conversation might take. This is an aspect of 
experiential learning where the imagination is crucial in developing a repertoire of possible 
responses from past experience to imagined future scenarios. In terms of linguistic 
features, informational content and cultural appropriateness, L2 learners can apply the 
potential of the imagination to attribute meaning to lexical items that contain and reflect 
cultural dimensions that are not necessarily evident in the equivalent lexical items in the 
learners’ first language. This process of interpreting and appropriating meaning is 
consistent with what Kramsch (2011) refers to as symbolic competence.   
  
Particularly powerful in the data of this research is that participants who had spent time in 
Indonesia are able to imagine or reflect on past experiences. Their experiences provide a 
basis for reflection to recall positive encounters and allows scope for escapism. For 
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example, Lucy reports reconnecting with Indonesian culture by going to an Indonesian 
restaurant in Australia where smelling clove cigarettes, ordering a coffee and eaves-
dropping on Indonesian conversations rekindle a sense of happiness that she finds in an 
intercultural space. This demonstrates the transformative potential of the imagination to 
enact memories and emotions in response to stimuli of an affective nature.  
 
The imagination is shown to compel some language learners to seek escapism and to yearn 
for intercultural engagement. Participants with and without in-country experience 
demonstrate a desire to escape to a more comfortable or attractive intercultural space. 
Whether it is an Indonesian restaurant in Australia or by going to Indonesia, the power of 
the imagination compels some language learners to want to seek a better place.  
 
In this chapter I have discussed how the imagination can be applied to construct negative 
and positive images of the other. The imagination has been shown to possess a 
transformative potential to selectively reinterpret past experiences and reconceptualise 
what those experiences mean for future scenarios. This enables one to appreciate and 
anticipate otherness and fosters worldmindedness, an issue I address in more detail in 10.5. 
Also identified in this chapter is the potential of the imagination to enable outsidedness, 
such as where enhanced reflexivity enables one to separate the self into individual and 
collective entities. These various dimensions of the imagination and how they can be 
applied to intercultural engagement leads on to the next chapter, which explores the 
relational links between self and other, where dialogism is presented as an essential 









This chapter explores the dialogic dimension of student participants’ intercultural 
engagement with the Indonesian other. It does so by examining students’ representations of 
self and other, which involve a multiplicity of identity positions, in relation to their 
perceptions of culture. This analysis sheds more light on how students engage the cultural 
other and provides a more comprehensive understanding of cultural identities that are 
perceived, adopted, rejected and reconfigured. With a focus on dialogism and the 
positioning of self and other, this chapter provides a useful precursor for following 
chapters that examine how third spaces can be imagined and how students engage in the 
practice of thirding. 
  
6.2 Bakhtin’s Dialogism: Self and Other 
 
Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism is a useful theoretical basis for analysing the identity 
positions of self and other that emerge in the data of this study. Three levels of dialogics 
are proposed in Bakhtinian theory: the relationship between self and other (consciousness); 
dialogue between characters; and the relationship that connects one utterance to another 
through intertextuality (Krasner 2004).  
 
Bakhtin’s notion of consciousness, where the self is in dialogue with the world through 
time and space, is a useful basis to examine language learners’ identity positions and 
awareness of self and other as they engage and interact with Indonesian culture:  “Identity 
is an open-ended, dialogical, and narrative engagement with the world, having multiple 
origins and trajectories” (Raggatt 2006:32). Bakhtinian theory views self-perception 
through the pronoun “I” as the point of articulation between what pre-exists and the 
uniquely created and unrepeatable existence in specific social and historical situations. 
Self-perception is thus seen as fluid and able to reflect a multiplicity of representations, 
often in a transient, temporary manner (Raggatt 2006).  
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In the Bakhtinian dialogical view, the I is not defined as a stable and continuous point of 
consciousness but as a product of dialogical relations in a field or landscape of I-positions 
(Bakhtin, 1929/1984). For Bakhtin, all inner speech was the product of dialogical exchange with 
the outside world (Raggatt 2006: 18). 
 
Although consciousness tends to be seen as being produced within the self it is not merely 
unitary or isolated but responds to external influences in a dialogic manner. Bakhtin’s 
notion that every utterance has a reference to a past utterance demonstrates a dialogic link 
with what others have previously said. This may occur in ways one is cognisant of or in 
ways one is not at all aware of. In Bakhtinian terms, every aspect of thought has a dialogic 
dimension to it. It seems that everything has an opposite position. Even the processes of 
how consciousness is formed have opposing dimensions. For example, in subjective 
perceptions of self, there is an openness that is at tension with its dialogic partner, closed-
ness (Holquist 2002).  
 
The notion of dialogism is sometimes interpreted as referring to two opposed positions, 
such as with the concept of self and other. Dialogism, however, produces much more than 
merely sets of binary opposed attributes. Neither self nor otherness is a singular entity. 
Bakhtin’s polyphony or multiplicity of voices points to a plural self and other (Krasner 
2004). Religion is a good example that arises in this research, where some participants 
identify themselves as being atheists or agnostics, which are two different positions, to 
contrast with a religious other, represented by a plurality of other positions including 
Muslims, Christians and Hindus. 
 
To demonstrate a dialogic multiplicity of voices, one participant in this research, Lucy, 
says she is an atheist, but in discussion shifts to a more agnostic position, before indicating 
an open mindedness by saying that one day she may adopt a religion, as she learns more. 
This example points to the temporary nature of identity and to the possibilities for shifts in 
position. It also shows a dialogic dimension to self where a multiplicity of voices can 
emerge in response to different interlocutors, as a multiplicity of possibilities at different 
points in time. These inner voices are derived from engagement with others and are a 
significant part of the ongoing process of an individual’s evolving identity formation: 
“Identity is a fragile construction of different facets of ‘self’ and ‘other’ within social limits 
such as interactions, encounters and situations…” (Schiffrin 2006). 
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The notion of identity as fragile means that identity is contestable and that a given identity 
position can be temporary, even momentary in nature. Identity is certainly fluid over time 
and between different social environments. Bakhtin recognises the existence of a 
multiplicity of contested meanings where perceptions of self will always have a dialogic 
dimension in relation to otherness (Holquist 2002). Lucy’s dialogic reflection of religion, 
as described above, implies that she learns from others and that she comes to understand 
herself better through the eyes of others. She recognises this is an ongoing process.  
 
Krasner (2004) notes that Bakhtin’s model of dialogism is based on a polyphony, or 
multiplicity of voices, that share the same space, rather than remaining isolated because 
they conflict with each other. This is not to deny the existence of dialogically opposed 
positions but to distinguish dialogism from dialectics and to reject the Hegelian dialectics 
of opposing utterances where antagonistic binarism remains fixed and therefore monologic 
in nature. In contrast to Hegelian dialectics, Bakhtin’s polyphony of voices views all 
voices as being valid and every utterance as carrying a multitude of inter-textual meanings, 
including the intention of the speaker, the interpretation of the listener and preceding usage 
in a historical sense. Holquist (2002) notes that Bakhtin’s dialogism is evident between self 
and other whereby the state of ‘being’ does not exist in isolation but is something that is 
shared simultaneously. Indeed, perceptions of self are not formed in a vacuum and how 
one positions one’s self is in response to otherness. Krasner (2004) notes Bakhtin’s view of 
perception as something that lives in the immediate present, or at a specific point of time. 
This recognises the interactive event as being in the moment and emphasises the temporary 
and fluid nature of perceptions.   
 
6.3 Positioning Theory and Social Constructionism 
  
Prominent issues that emerge from this research data relate to how students perceive their 
roles in social interactions, as well as how they perceive the roles of their interlocutors. 
Positioning theory and social constructionism hold relevance for this study in terms of 
identity construction in social interaction.  
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Raggat (2006) identifies key aspects of positioning theory as being personal positioning 
and social positioning. Personal positioning is described as being generated from internal 
dialogues. While this is also the case with Bakhtin’s notion of consciousness, dialogical 
consciousness as conceived by Bahktin originates in communication with the other. The 
positioning of one’s self involves negotiating opposed voices of binary positions that are 
mediated by one’s morals. By contrast, social positioning is described as accommodating 
influences to do with societal expectations. Social positioning dialogism involves external 
entities, i.e. others from the surrounding social environment. Hence, positioning one’s self 
can result from a dominance of either internal or external influences. Either way, identity 
formation is the result of a dialogic process.  
 
Winslade and Monk (2008) point out the constructionist vision of self in the theory of 
positioning. The variety of positions we adopt result from how we respond to a multitude 
of conversations in which we have been positioned by others. This is described as 
discursive positioning since it emerges from conversation with others. It is noted as being 
fluid in relation to subtle shifts and nuances in discourse that may involve shifts in power 
in social relations.         
 
The concept of social constructionism assumes that identity is multiple and is formed on 
the basis of the particular social circumstances. Variation in how one ‘constructs’ identities 
depend on the interlocutor(s) with whom one engages, and on the particular social 
practices, activities and settings. It is understood that narratives that emerge from different 
types of interactional contexts suggest particular inventories of identities (De Fina 2006).  
 
In discussing the notion of intercultural speakers, Kramsch (2009a) draws from Bakhtinian 
dialogic principles to describe subjectivity as a process that is constituted and shaped 
through interaction with others: “We only learn who we are through the mirror of others, 
and, in turn, we only understand others by understanding ourselves as Other.” (Kramsch 
2009a:18). 
 
This recognises reciprocity between self and other and an inter-dependence of making 
meaning between one’s self and the other. The self never exists in isolation. Even in 
physical isolation, the self draws from voices of the other from a repertoire of memories 
either consciously or sub-consciously and willingly or unwillingly. Schiffrin (2006) notes 
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that Goffman views self-representation as a social construction. Although the other is 
viewed as being representative of society, and the self and other are viewed as different 
entities, the self and other are interdependent through inter-subjectivity and reciprocity. It 
is this interdependence and reciprocity between self and other that represents the dialogic 
process of identity formation:  
A social constructionist perspective underscores the processual nature of identity construction and 
its links to concrete communication events, but leaves open the question of how these relations 
emerge in discourse and what roles different contexts play in their interpretation. (De Fina 
2006:14)    
Following Bakhtin, it is proposed that identity develops initially in a process of dialogue between 
the individual and the host culture. The individual appropriates meaning from the culture in the 
form of important attachments, to people, events, valued objects, environments, and even 
orientations to our bodies (i.e., an embodied identity). Over time this dialogue becomes 
increasingly reflexive as the individual interacts with the world and appropriates new attachments, 
new stories, and new voices. Each narrative voice has its own constellation of attachments. 
(Raggatt 2006:21-22) 
Raggatt suggests that over time the dialogic process of identity formation becomes 
increasingly reflexive. It is useful then that this research includes a range of participants 
who have varied exposure to learning Indonesian and varied durations of intercultural 
engagement. In-depth interviews allow for biographical descriptions to emerge as part of 
student participants’ narratives about their intercultural experiences. Follow-up interviews 
with participants six months after returning to Australia after in-country study allow for 
greater potential in reflexivity where there is a tendency for students to increasingly 
separate their collective cultural self from their individual self, as they reflect on certain 
elements of their individual self as being more aligned with cultural elements of the 
Indonesian other.   
 
Vitanova (2010) draws on Bakhtinian theory to suggest that consciousness is strongly 
linked to narrativity where people draw on individual memories, feelings, ideas and 
beliefs. Consciousness has a dialogic dimension whereby personal narratives reflect unique 
experiences yet are also influenced by particular cultural norms and values. In-depth 
interviews of narratives are cited as useful ways of finding oppositional voices in the self 
(Raggatt 2006). The interviews of this study contain narratives where students speak at 
length about particular experiences and events. Analysis of these narratives reveals 
dialogically oppositional voices of the self.   
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Raggatt (2011) outlines the dialogic self as having a repertoire or range of positions that 
are generated from ‘internal positions’ (such as I, as a post graduate student), ‘external 
positions’ (such as the imagined voice of a parent) and ‘outside positions’ (such as with 
interlocutors). Salgado (2007) argues that assuming a position means assuming a direction 
towards others, where understanding others is only made possible by evaluation. This 
means that the conception of self takes an evaluative stance of otherness. It follows 
therefore that an analysis of self is most effective where it concurrently involves an 
analysis of the other.   
 
6.4 Dialogism in the Data: Self and Other 
 
An important aspect of dialogism to explore in the data of this study is how students 
negotiate difference between self and other in social interaction. This is particularly 
relevant for the students who study in Indonesia as they experience more frequent 
intercultural social interaction. Being in Indonesia, these Australian students are a cultural 
minority group and, in this context, represent the other of the Indonesian self. As part of a 
minority group, they experience a sense of disempowerment, which in part explains a 
tendency for the Australian students in Indonesia to be sensitive in social interactions, 
particularly in dealing with cultural issues such as religion. This social dynamic that places 
the Australian students in the position of being a minority often tends to affect their actions 
and outlook. The data reveals that the Australian students do seek to adjust to local social 
and cultural norms, in ways in which they perceive to be reasonable. In this research, I 
refer to this phenomenon as an act of ‘cultural compliance’. Being culturally compliant is 
highly variable, in the extent to which individuals seek to enact it, and in terms of the 
social setting. It is affected not only by cognitive awareness but also by emotional and 
affective influences. It does however suggest how participants seek to position themselves 
in relation to the other.          
 
Perhaps it is the effects of power relations, as part of a cultural minority, that acts as a 
catalyst for student participants in Indonesia to be more critically reflexive, and to look at 
the self, both individually and collectively, through the eyes of the other. To see 
themselves through the eyes of the Indonesian other, the Australian students have to see 
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themselves as the minority other to the Indonesian majority self. In this sense, participants 
are having to shuttle back and forth between being their ‘own self’, where they view 
Indonesians as the other, and viewing themselves as the other to an Indonesian self. The 
ability to see the self through the eyes of the other is what Bakhtin refers to as 
‘outsideness’, which is recognised as the most powerful factor in understanding an holistic 
view of culture (Holquist 2002). This point is highly relevant for this research where 
Australian students, as learners of Indonesian language, are essentially looking at 
Indonesian culture from the perspective of outsiders, yet they also have glimpses of 
Indonesian culture as insiders and insights on Australian culture as outsiders. As such, their 
dialogic engagement between self and other is likely to enable a more holistic view of 
Indonesian culture and of Australian culture.  
 
In discussing a social construction of self in interaction between self and other, Schiffrin 
(2006) suggests that: 
… we learn standards of acceptable behaviour by observing how others respond to us, anticipating 
others’ responses, developing responses that are designed for others, and integrating them into our 
own repertoire of actions and meanings. The recipient design of our responses is facilitated by our 
incorporation of a generalised other… (Schiffrin 2006:106)   
It follows therefore that without knowledge of the other, it is more likely that the self will 
offend the other, through acts that may be considered insensitive or inconsiderate. This is 
likely to occur in cross-cultural encounters where understanding of the other’s culture is 
limited.  
 
Several participants who studied in Indonesia describe having to adjust how they interact, 
as they develop a greater appreciation of Indonesian culture. Several student participants 
who describe themselves as atheists report encounters where religion is discussed. These 
participants have come to view atheism as not culturally acceptable in Indonesia and recall 
interactions where they had told people they are atheists, which result in negative reactions 
and questioning of their morals. An adjustment several students describe subsequently 
making is to claim a religion that was plausible, for example by saying that they are 
Christian. They find this is readily acceptable and usually avoids further scrutiny.  
 
Whilst ‘a generalised other’ that emerges in this data includes a ‘religious other’, a more 
nuanced dialogical understanding is also evident where students see a ‘religious other’ as 
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being Muslim, Hindu, Christian or Catholic31. As atheists, some participants note another 
category of Indonesian other, for whom religion does not influence interaction with them. 
Participants see this category of other as being tolerant of atheism, rather than negatively 
judgemental. Jan reports opening up to certain friends with whom she could confide in and 
discussing her non-religious beliefs, in a non-threatening environment. However, people in 
this category are perceived to be rare, as the Australian students in this study 
overwhelmingly see religion as a societal, if not state, requirement in Indonesia.  
 
While an awareness of a ‘generalised other’ as part of dialogism between self and other is 
highly evident in the data, also evident is a more nuanced and complex understanding of 
Indonesian otherness that reflects its own dialogism. Recognising a nuanced and diverse 
other, rather than merely a ‘generalised other’, has implications for how one perceives and 
interacts with the other. This is demonstrated in the data where participants project 
different positions of self in different social situations, thereby reflecting an awareness of 
nuanced dialogic other positions, rather than just a single ‘generalised other’.  
 
Dialogically opposed traits that emerge in the interview data are shown in Table 8. Some 
traits in this table are stated explicitly in the data whilst other traits are implicitly evident 
from a binary opposite trait. Some of these traits represent positions adopted by 
participants themselves whilst other traits have been attributed to the other.  
 
Table 8. Dialogically Opposed Aspects from Data of Student Interviews 
Neither column represents a discrete category, i.e. the first column is not merely representative 
of self, nor does the second column entirely represent the other. 
self other 
love/enjoy hate 
over here over there 
social isolation social interaction (‘communalness’) 
threatened/challenged comfortable 
atheist religious 
                                                 
31 In Indonesia, being Catholic (Katolik) is generally viewed quite differently from being Christian (Kristen). 
This distinction is blurred in Australia where being Catholic is viewed as also being a Christian. In Indonesia, 
the term Christian is synonymous with Protestant. The differentiation between Catholic and Christian that is 
usually made in Indonesia seems to be reflected in the student participants’ descriptions of religion, where 
Catholic and Christian are mentioned separately alongside Muslim and Hindu religions.   








open minded close minded 
fundamentalist moderate 
healthy view negative view 
chilled out stressed out 
patient impatient 
outsider (foreigner) insider (‘native’) 
true untrue 
religious morals secular morals 
presence(of particular traits) absence (of particular traits) 
egalitarian respect for age 
Australians immigrants 
current view past view 
old self current self 
real me contrived self 
English language Indonesian language 
superior inferior 
 
Traits listed in Table 8 represent identity positions of various perspectives of self and 
other. Some traits represent entities of the collective self and other, such as: Australian-
Indonesian, Christian-Muslim and outsider-insider, some traits represent ways of being, 
such as rich-poor, chilled out-stressed out, and patient-impatient whilst other traits 
represent a range of other concrete and abstract notions as boundaries, such as spatial (over 
here-over there), linguistic (English language-Indonesian language) and temporal (current 
view-past view).  
 
Particular traits specifically represent the other (Indonesian, insider, poor, religious, 
Muslim, Hindu, chilled out, fundamentalist) at a collective level, whereas the self appears 
at both collective and individual levels. Some traits represent the self as being an 
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individual (real me, contrived self, old self and new self) whilst other traits are used to 
describe the collective self as a generalised image of Australian society (Australian, 
egalitarian, impatient, outsider, stressed out and moderate). This leads to greater 
complexity and a multiplicity of identity positions where the individual self is able to 
separate from the collective self and engage in stereotyping and othering towards the 
collective self (such as old self-current self and open minded-closed minded). The traits 
outlined in Table 8 demonstrate that dialogism is abundantly evident in the discourse and 
thinking of Australian students, when reflecting on their experiences of intercultural 
encounters. 
 
6.5 Seeing through the eyes of the other 
 
As a learner of Indonesian who had only studied in Australia, Sophie makes the following 
comment about different cultural norms: 
…that becomes your reality when you speak another language … and it’s a whole new 
perspective, it’s a different way of looking at things. … I think it’s just a different 
perspective, like a different way of looking because I think when you use a different 
person’s language you’re looking at it from their point of view.  
Sophie’s experience of language use involves looking at things “from their point of view”. 
Although this tends to point to a ‘generalised other’ as being unitary in nature rather than 
plural, she clearly demonstrates an awareness of the importance of being able to see things 
through the eyes of others. In saying “that becomes your reality” she recognises the 
simultaneous existence of multiple realities across cultural and linguistic boundaries.   
 
Fran, who had never been to Indonesia, comments that her language learning experience 
has enabled her to be: “looking at your own culture through the eyes of somebody else”. 
Whilst this reflects dialogism’s multiplicity of voices of viewing the same phenomena in 
different ways, this comment is not focussed on the other but on the self, from the 
perspective of the other. The point of focus here is not what Schiffrin (2006) notes as being 
a ‘generalised other’ but the complete opposite , that is a ‘generalised self’, where the 
participant is describing an ability to practice outsidedness to look at her own culture or 
society through the eyes of others. Looking at a ‘generalised self’ or a ‘societal self’ adds 
to the accessible multiplicity of voices, rather than if purely looking at ‘otherness’ through 
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a narrow lens. Fran draws from Australian stereotypes including the ‘bronzed Aussie’ 
beachgoer and the practice of drinking beer around the barbeque as a male domain. In 
doing so, she is clearly distancing herself from such identity positions, which represent 
otherness in the form of a ‘societal self’. She is demonstrating a splitting of self to separate 
the individual from the collective self, where the collective self becomes another form of 
other.          
 
Having studied in Indonesia for one year, Anita speaks of the importance of making an 
effort “to get into the shoes” of people she interacts with, and of the “need to understand 
where they’re coming from”. Clearly, she finds it is very important to appreciate other 
people’s perspectives. Being able to appreciate others’ views and perspectives in a cross-
cultural context is assisted by awareness or knowledge of cultural norms. This is 
recognised as part of intercultural competence (Byram 1997; Deardorff 2011; Lo Bianco, 
Liddicoat & Crozet 1999; Savicki 2008). 
 
In the context of this study, it is fair to assume that perceptions of the other focus on 
Indonesians. However, deeper consideration of self and other points to a more complex 
situation, where the other is perceived to take a multitude of forms. In the course of in-
depth interviews, student participants are also able to look at their own society, both in 
terms of how it appears to outsiders, and in terms of how Australian society views the 
‘outside’ other. Commenting on the effects of her learning experiences, including her in-
country experience in Indonesia, Anita says “I think that is the biggest change that has 
come over me, not how I view Indonesians but how I view Australians viewing everyone 
else.” In this way, Anita refers to the collective Australian self as the other.  
       
6.6 Dialogically Opposed Positions 
  
Despite an awareness of the importance of appreciating others’ positions, and an 
understanding of those positions, it does not necessarily follow that the positions are 
adopted or accepted. Interview data demonstrate that participants experience inner tensions 
in negotiating with the opposing cultural dialogic other. One area of tension experienced 
by several participants in this study is to do with religion, where participants who regard 
themselves as atheists report tension in social interaction with a religious other. In this 
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case, atheism and religion are dialogically opposed. The following quote is from an 
interview conducted in Indonesia with Anita, nearing the end of her one year of in-country 
study:  
I often get asked what’s my religion. I have to say - because I’m an atheist - that does not 
exist here at an official level – so I have to either make up a religion - so when I paint a 
picture of myself to these locals, because they’re asking me these sorts of questions, it’s 
not me – at all, because the correct answers, the true answers can’t be spoken.…If I was to 
say I’m an atheist, and I’ve made that mistake, it scared a couple of my friends – seriously 
– because they were devout Muslims and they were wondering where I got my morals 
from. Do I have any? Personally, I love the idea of secular morals, humanistic, humane 
morals, that aren’t determined by certain religious groups or whatnot – here that concept 
doesn’t exist, so I must – in order to keep my language as agreeable as possible – I have to 
make up something that is completely not me.       
 
Dialogism is evident in Anita’s speech above and is represented by opposing identity 
positions, including those associated with ideologies and religion. Anita refers to the need 
to have a religion as a trait of the Indonesian collective other, as opposed to the freedom of 
the Australian collective self where one does not have to identify with a religion. She also 
refers to opposed ideologies, where she adopts secular, humanistic morals as her own, as 
opposed to the other’s religious morals. Identity positions also include her position as an 
atheist versus a generic group of religious others, but also refers more specifically to 
devout Muslim others. Anita also tells of a contrived position where she claims a religion 
to avoid offending others and to avoid further scrutiny, as opposed to her truthful ‘real self’ 
as an atheist. 
   
The above quote from Anita also refers to the presence or absence of particular traits as 
dialogically opposed conditions. She claims that atheism does not exist in Indonesia at an 
official level and that the concept of secular humanistic morals does not exist in Indonesia. 
By emphasising the absence of atheism and secular morals in Indonesia it is implicit that 
these things do exist elsewhere, which in this context means Australia. References to 
absence are also made where the ‘generalised other’ perceives an absence of religion to 
result in an absence of morals. Several participants report the perception in Indonesia of a 
causal link between a lack of religion and a lack of morals. This notion of presence versus 
absence is part of the dialogic internal debate operating in the mind of this participant, who 
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reasons that because atheism is not recognised in Indonesia then it is a mistake to claim it, 
as doing so risks criticism, disapproval or unacceptance. In this context, Anita’s reference 
to “that mistake” is in terms of being culturally inappropriate, by telling people she is an 
atheist.  
 
This dialogism reflects a complex tension between “true answers” that Anita feels cannot 
be voiced and has resulted in her claiming to be something she is not “in order to keep my 
language as agreeable as possible”. By claiming a religion in order to avoid negative 
reactions, Anita says “I have to make up something that is completely not me”. In terms of 
religion, Anita can be said to experience what Crozet (2006) describes as an “impersonal 
space or space of cultural negativity in oneself” (Crozet 2006:121). Such a position, which 
might be thought of as ‘non-cultural’, can on the other hand also be regarded as a position 
in its own right, and therefore add to the potential multiplicity of positions. In Anita’s act 
of nominally adopting a religion, she adopts a dialogically opposed position in order to 
comply with cultural expectations. Tension between the dialogically opposed positions of 
revealing her “real self”, as opposed to a contrived self, leads Anita to comply with the 
dominant cultural environment. I refer to this phenomenon as ‘cultural compliance’. For 
this student, cultural compliance evolves over time, as a result of cognitive reflection, but 
is used as a temporary or momentary shift in position in the consciousness of the dialogic 
self. Shifts back and forth between opposing positions are also evident, as this participant 
reports selectively confiding in close friends to discuss atheism and her secular, humanistic 
morals, as distinct from religious morals. Having even a small number of select friends 
who accept her position demonstrates a multiplicity of voices or pluralised position of the 
other, rather than a fixed and unitary position of a ‘generalised other’.  
 
The concept of ‘cultural compliance’ I describe here is a one-way shift of position in social 
interaction either of the self to the other or of the other to the self, depending on particular 
interactional circumstances where interlocutors adjust to the dominant cultural 
environment. The dominant cultural environment may be as large as the country or society 
or as small as a household or even in one-on-one interaction, where one speaker has 
cultural influence or a perceived position of power over the other. Cultural compliance can 
work both ways; either towards the other or towards the self. It may only be temporary and 
superficial, as evidenced by Anita who identifies herself as having a religion merely to 
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avoid scrutiny from broader society, yet when confiding in certain close friends she can be 
her ‘real self’ and discuss atheism and secular values.     
 
Dialogism and shifting positions is demonstrated in the following quote from Anita, which 
is taken from her follow up interview six months after her return to Australia:  
By the end of my year over in Indonesia I was feeling really, really challenged. My 
personal space was being invaded non-stop. I was public property – I was some one that 
people could come to and say “will you tutor English to me?” … I felt so spread thinly 
across so many people – and that was not fair, I thought; but, the Indonesian people I was 
around thought nothing of it. But back here, Oh my God, I miss Indonesia so much because 
their idea of public and openness is just so valuable. …getting back here – I think the 
isolation really has gotten to me… Over here, you can only go to the pub or the club or 
work to sort of socially interact, and for me that’s not enough after Indonesia. Indonesia - 
you could chat with a taxi driver about the most awesomely deep and meaningful things 
but over here it’s just not socially acceptable … so just the openness I felt threatened by 
before but now, Oh, it’s just so valuable…  
On one hand, Anita recalls feeling challenged and threatened by what she describes as an 
invasion of her personal space while in Indonesia. However, after being back in Australia 
she sees the invasion of personal space that she experienced in Indonesia quite differently 
in describing an openness in Indonesia that was related to a sense of community as being a 
caring trait. Anita expresses a yearning for the intense social interaction that she 
experienced in Indonesia and demonstrates a sense of displacement in Australia as she 
experiences tensions between the individual self and the collective self.  This reflects 
dialogism where a multiplicity of voices appear in her different reactions to openness as a 
social interactional phenomenon.  
 
Another good example of dialogism is how Anita perceives freedom and restrictedness: 
Coming back here and just having an absolute lack of this freedom and this huge 
overwhelming weight of social expectations in areas that I found so liberating in Indonesia 
– I find Australia so much more restrictive but, a big but, it works both ways. […] It’s so 
restrictive in Indonesia because of gender issues – men and women do different things – 
different people of different ages command different respect. The egalitarianism is just a 
non-concept over there – I can’t wear the clothes that I want over there. Well, actually I 
could because the clothes that I wear is the clothes that they wear – over here I don’t feel 
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comfortable wearing the miniskirt and one of my friends over there asked me “why aren’t 
you wearing miniskirts?” You know, we’re just in our kos [student residence], no one’s 
looking at you, and I’m like – I’m not your stereotypical Westerner of Sex and the City – 
which is what they think of us. […] But, over here I do appreciate the freedoms, I can wear 
what I want, I can go for the job I want, I can just go riding around on my motor bike and 
buy a beer and knit by myself in the pub – freaking brilliant! But, they don’t matter as 
much to me as the things I can do in Indonesia that I can’t do in Australia, and I’ve only 
come to realise that now. 
Anita speaks of freedom and restrictedness as applying to both Australia and Indonesia but 
sees it operating in different ways. She attributes social expectations to be restrictive in 
Australia whereas she sees gender issues as restrictive in Indonesia. After initially saying 
that she cannot wear the clothes she likes to in Indonesia, she almost immediately 
dialogically repositions herself by saying: “Well, actually I could, because the clothes that 
I wear is the clothes that they wear”. She goes on to elaborate that she does not wear 
miniskirts, which seems to be a reference to the ‘generalised other’ of Western girls, from 
which she is distancing herself.  
 
Another example of internal dialogism emerges when Anita describes the freedoms she 
enjoys in Australia as “brilliant”, then in the very next sentence laments that as good as 
they are, the freedoms she experiences in Indonesia are better. Her concluding statement 
“I’ve only come to realise that now” further demonstrates the fluid shifts in position that 
occur in discourse. 
   
Anita reflects on how she sees other Australians’ perceptions of foreigners or migrants: 
I met a couple of co-workers of my mother in the southern highlands, where anyone with a 
head scarf has got to be a terrorist because we have the most closed minded people on the 
planet and I was walking down the street with them talking Indonesian … and the number 
of stares we got was just amazing and the stares weren’t at them, they were at me, sort of 
accusing me like, how can you… what are you doing with these people and it struck me 
then that I could do what I was doing because I had the right outlook on these people. And 
hell, I shouldn’t be using ‘these people’ as a term to refer to them. Yeah, they wear head 
scarfs – who cares? They speak a different language – who cares? You know, there’s 
people who have been in Australia for generations who you can say the same things about. 
It boggles the mind how Australians think about migrants, immigrants, people who have 
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been here for generations but still speak their native language- the native language of their 
grandparents. 
The above anecdote contains a description of how Anita perceives Australian traits in a 
particular area as being closed minded and xenophobic, with a symbolic link between a 
head scarf and a terrorist. She also describes the disapproving stares at herself as she 
speaks Indonesian with her friends. This is a further example of a ‘generalised other’ in a 
particular place in Australia and reflects attitudes and behaviour from which the participant 
seeks to distance herself.  
 
Describing how she had interacted with Indonesians since returning to Australia, Anita 
describes a particular interaction that reflects an act of thirding: 
… it was actually at my welcome back party on Australia Day, my mother invited them 
around and they brought over all sorts of yummy food and there they tried to be as 
Australian as they could. And to them I tried to be as Indonesian as I could. 
This is an interesting case where Anita attributes herself and Indonesian guests as each 
trying to position themselves closer to the other. She explains what she means by being 
Indonesian in this party context in the following way:  
Just talking about the places in Jakarta, so it was geographical knowledge, knowledge of 
celebrities, we were singing songs together, in Indonesian and we were talking bahasa 
gaul32, which was just about as Indonesian as I could be. 
This reflects how Anita perceives Indonesian cultural norms for a party. It includes 
cognitive dimensions of knowledge of places, songs and popular culture but also linguistic 
and embodied performative dimensions, to be able to relate to others by sharing knowledge 
of places, singing songs and using slang (bahasa gaul), all of which denote a social, 
relaxed and intimate atmosphere.   
 
6.7 Love-Hate Dialogism 
 
Included in Table 8, there is evidence in the data of a dialogical love-hate reaction to the 
other. It most often emerges where student participants demonstrate a love for particular 
                                                 
32 bahasa gaul - a type of slang often perceived to be used by young people. 
 
C H A P T E R  S I X  
 160
traits of the other, typically expressed through exoticising those traits. This represents a 
generalised view of the other, which as noted by Bhabha (1994) includes stereotypes of the 
loved and hated.  
  
During the follow up interview in Australia, after one year studying in Indonesia, Anita 
reflects on her perceptions of Indonesians, and how those perceptions have shifted across 
time and space:  
I adore Indonesians. They are the best, most sincerest people on the planet. I couldn’t see 
that when I was over there. I saw them as pushy and invasive and in Bali, Oh God, criminal 
is a word I would use for a lot of people in Kuta, but on the whole I’ve come back with a 
very, very, very healthy view on Indonesian people… 
In the above quote it is evident how Anita has split the other into different categories of 
collectives. She first refers to Indonesians as a holistic collective as being “the best”, 
noting that she could not see that when she was there, indicating her shift in position. She 
then cites people in Bali, further breaking that down into “a lot of people in Kuta” as being 
criminal, pushy and invasive, thereby recognising that a single generalised view of 
Indonesians is not the complete picture. Having made that point, she then reverts back to a 
holistic view of Indonesians, which is very positive. In this way, Anita has referred to the 
dialogic extremes that she sees, in terms of her reaction towards the Indonesian other and 
in terms of different collective groups of the other. This reflects her love and hate for the 
other, which varies in a dialogically opposed manner.   
 
In the follow up interview, Anita reflects a holistic, self-reflexive view of openness that she 
has formulated over time. In reflecting on the openness and intensity of social interaction 
that she experienced in Indonesia, she says: “I think that was the thing I enjoyed and hated 
the most about Indonesia that I’ve only come to realise now.” Over time, she recognises 
her shifting positions between enjoying and hating the openness that she experienced in 
Indonesia. These shifts back and forth between opposed positions denote multiple, 
temporary shifts formed during social interaction and are consistent with Bakhtinian 
dialogic theory.  
 
A variable love and hate stance towards the other is recognised by Kristeva (1991), where 
hate comes about by one’s self recognising traits of otherness, not because those traits are 
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entirely foreign, but because they are evident within the self and have been repressed. The 
self similarly then adopts a repressive stance towards the other. As noted in the previous 
chapter, Kristeva (1991) outlines the mindset of a superior self being in opposition to an 
inferior other. This links in with the variable love-hate mindset that is evident in the data of 
this research, as evidenced by Anita’s repressive stance towards the other as inferior (see 
5.8), which contrasts with her worldminded stance toward the other where she 
acknowledges an ethical view of equality towards differences (see 5.15). I will return to 
Kristeva’s work in 9.5.2 to expand upon the concepts of otherness and self-reflexivity, 
which are founded on dialogism. 
   
6.8 Dialogism and Antagonism 
  
It should be recognised that understanding of otherness in itself may not be sufficient to 
produce acceptable behaviour for a generalised other (Schiffrin 2006). There must also be 
the desire or need to act acceptably. Knowledge of the other also enables one to 
intentionally act inappropriately or in an unacceptable manner, for example if wishing to 
quickly end a social interaction or to convey one’s displeasure: “To refuse to have a 
position is, in itself, a positioning” Salgado (2007:60).  
 
Refusing to engage in social interaction emerges in the data of this research, as one way to 
establish a position. During her year in Indonesia, Anita reports annoyance at constantly 
being called out to on the street, as she is walking to and from where she lives. She recalls 
simply ignoring the commonly used greeting “Hello Mister”, which is often used to call 
out to foreigners in the street. She chooses to ignore this because she regards it is 
inappropriate. She does not feel obliged or comfortable to respond to such approaches, so 
simply gives a “zero response”. She elaborates her position as ‘silently demanding’ to be 
addressed in a more polite, appropriate Indonesian manner as mbak or nona (both meaning 
Miss). She elaborates that she only responded when people addressed her in a way that she 
felt was appropriate, and that people in her neighbourhood became aware of this. Anita 
reports that over a period of three or four months that the discourse of street banter towards 
her actually changed until the point where she was addressed in a way that she regarded as 
appropriate.      
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Anita also reports establishing a social norm with close friends that she calls ‘the line’. The 
principle is that if any topic of conversation was unpalatable to either her or her friends 
then either one could make a physical gesture of cutting the air between them in order to 
end the line of conversation, without any need to apologise or give reasons. In theory, the 
effect of ‘the line’ is to enable either side in an intercultural encounter the option of 
withdrawing from a particular topic, presumably at any time. Without the need to give 
reasons, it allows either side to stay in a more comfortable place of their own cultural space 
without having to justify or concede ground. It is likely that by establishing this social 
practice, interlocutors were more aware of the position of the other or learnt over time as a 
result of having touched upon areas of sensitivity. This highlights the notion of a 
dialogically culturally opposed set of positions of self and other. In practical terms, this 
notion of ‘the line’ serves the function of a boundary. Where it is positioned exactly, and 
what falls either side of it is not fixed, as it may first appear, since positions of self and 
other, on either side, vary from day to day or moment to moment.  
 
To highlight the fluid nature of self-positioning on either side of the dialogically opposed 
cultural extremes of self and other, when this participant was asked about making 
adjustments for intercultural interaction in Indonesia, she replies: 
It’s really hard to make a general answer to this because it really does depend on my mood, 
the location, the person I’m talking with – if I’ve had a really crap day of people just 
asking me non-stop will I tutor them English, I’m not going to make any adjustments. I’m 
just going to be me, I’m just going to speak English, to hell with everyone else, I’m going 
to be that cocky, Western tourist – and that’s that. […] If someone else is really nice and 
genuinely interested in my research – yeah, of course, I’m going to make more allowances 
for them. I am going to speak their language, I am going to act in a way I feel will make 
them feel more comfortable, in interacting with me.                  
These opposed reactions are dialogically rich as the first version of self is portrayed as 
being aloof, only speaking English and as a cocky Western tourist. By contrast, the second 
version of herself is portrayed as making allowances for otherness, speaking Indonesian 
and being polite in order to foster interaction. These descriptions demonstrate an awareness 
of the polarising effects of adopting dialogically opposed stances. Anita goes on to 
elaborate on her adjustments to a cultural other in social interaction:   
So that was self-motivated, I wasn’t doing it to keep the social harmony, no, it was all for 
my own selfish purposes. So yeah, there is no way in which to say yes or no, I did or I 
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didn’t, you know, make interactions with other people easier, it just depends on my mood, 
what I was after, how much I understood about the culture and therefore could change my 
actions, and of course I did get more aware of cultural expectations as the year progressed 
and I could change my actions in a conversation, social interaction, to better adjust to the 
expectations of the other person. Hell, my original interactions were shocking, at the start 
of the year, because I had no idea what I was doing, what other people expected, but by the 
end I could do things down to the tee. 
This quote also reveals an unpalatable reality that an awareness and knowledge of cultural 
appropriateness of otherness can be readily obscured in social interaction if mood or desire 
dictates. This connects back to earlier discussion of the Bakhtinian notion of the self as 
involving a consciousness where morals can mediate dialogism.      
 
6.9 Dialogically Anticipating the Future  
 
When interviewed in Indonesia and asked how she envisages she will be upon returning to 
Australia, Anita replies with what may appear to be contradictory reactions. The first quote 
below refers to an apparently new-found patience and maturity:  
I think I’m actually going to be a little bit more mature – relationship wise – I think I’m 
definitely going to be more chilled out because here, anyone who’s lived in Indonesia for a 
length of time has the patience of a saint – they have to – otherwise you get absolutely 
stressed out to the max…. I’m definitely going to be more patient when for example 
Centrelink33 loses my data, because there’s no such thing as a system like that in Indonesia 
- or one that works. 
In a somewhat contradictory manner, she adds that she is also going to revert to her ‘old 
self’ back in Australia: 
Another thing, I’m probably going to be as rude as I was before, purely because I miss it– I 
think when I go back to Australia or for example when I’m conversing with my friends 
here I want to make sure I’m still me but through my language I still stir people up – it’s a 
very Australian thing –and I miss it because you can’t do it to Indonesians. 
These opposed positions of being polite and rude show the fluid and temporary nature of 
identity that influence this participant’s outlook. She affirms an allegiance to one of her 
                                                 
33 Centrelink – The Australian Government social welfare system, which includes means-tested financial 
support for full time university students. 
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original cultural norms by saying she will go back to being rude by saying “I want to make 
sure I’m still me”. In this instance, she associates rudeness as part of her character and 
claims that ‘stirring people up’ is an Australian characteristic, and affirms her liking for it. 
By contrast, she sees politeness as an Indonesian cultural norm and recognises the need to 
adopt such a demeanour in certain circumstances. The situational examples she cites of 
being patient with Centrelink but being rude with friends are very different social contexts 
for which she attributes very different behaviours, on the grounds of appropriateness. She 
sees ‘stirring people up’ as an Australian cultural norm and as something she does with 
friends whereas she suggests such conduct is not appropriate in an Indonesian social 
setting.  
 
At the time of her first interview, Anita had been studying in Indonesia for almost one 
year. To demonstrate the transformative experience it had upon her, she says “… I’m a 
completely different person here. I’m a really polite person.” In the first interview, she 
expresses what seems to be an aspiration that after returning to Australia she thinks she 
will be more “chilled out” and mature, claiming that to live in Indonesia one requires “the 
patience of a saint” thereby implying that the experience in Indonesia has enabled her to 




The interview data I discuss in this chapter, and present in Table 8, shows that dialogism is 
abundantly evident in the discourse and thinking of the Australian students as they reflect 
on their engagement with the cultural other. In engaging the other, there is an inherent 
dialogism of comparing the cultures of the self with that of the other. The data suggests a 
tendency for student participants to initially demonstrate a repressive view of the other, 
where the self is perceived as superior. However, the data also suggests that after sustained 
experience in social interaction in Indonesia, participants demonstrate enhanced self-
reflexivity and outsidedness, where they can decentre from the self and step into an 
alternative reality to look at their own culture through the eyes of the other.     
Similarly, outsidedness enables participants to split the self as individual and collective. 
Heightened self-reflexivity enables participants to view differences between self and other 
more as being equal, rather than as a superior-inferior dichotomy. Enhanced self-
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reflexivity thus enables student participants to more easily avoid adopting a repressive 
stance towards the other and may involve recognising aspects of otherness within their self, 
that have previously been repressed.     
 
The research data also shows that student participants have developed an awareness of 
over-generalising and stereotyping and a more nuanced sense of self and other that enables 
them to split the individual from the collective. The ability to recognise the other at an 
individual level, hence a more nuanced understanding, arises from experience in social 
interaction whereas an essentialised generalised view of the collective other readily 
emerges from a distance. Yet, despite a heightened awareness of the complexity of the 
other, on occasions participants still show a tendency to revert to generalised, essentialised 
notions. This reflects a fluidity of identity positions of the self in relation to the other and 
how identity positions can be shaped dialogically, not only through social interaction but 
also through past voices, histories, memories and discourses.  
 
Participants sometimes refer to themselves in collective terms, such as where they use the 
term ‘Australian’ to identify or align their position with a ‘generalised self’. Some 
participants also use the collective self to explicitly reject particular aspects of an 
Australian identity position, and therefore establish a separate individual position that may 
more closely align with that of the other. Interestingly, such references in the interview 
data that reject elements of the collective Australian self are not direct responses to their 
identity being challenged as part of the interview. Rather, these positions demonstrate an 
‘internal’ dialogic dimension where students are contesting their adherence to, or approval 
of, notions of Australianness. Where the self is split into the individual and collective, the 
individual position is generally used to present a more unique response to the other that 
denotes agency, whereas the collective self tends to be used in a negative manner, from 
which the individual self is distancing him or herself. This is ‘internal’ dialogism emerging 
in response to past experiences, stereotypes, histories and discourses. It may also be a 
reflection of how participants expect to position themselves in future interactions in 
engaging others.  
  
As outlined in Chapter 4, student participants have much to say about Indonesian diversity, 
in terms of ethnicity, religion, local traditions and cultural practices. This challenges the 
unitary and static image of a fixed and enduring national identity that emerges from the 
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monologic discourse of nationalism. By contrast, a multiplicity of positions of the other 
emerge in the data discussed in this chapter. For example, at times student participants 
portray the Indonesian other negatively as socially invasive, direct and challenging. This is 
particularly the case for the participants who studied in Indonesia, some who describe their 
privacy as constantly being threatened. On the other hand, the same students describe the 
Indonesian other as caring, polite, friendly and helpful. This is particularly the case for 
students who studied in Indonesia, at the time of the follow-up interviews in Australia, 
where greater self-reflexivity was evident six months after returning from Indonesia.  
 
Findings of this research thus far are consistent with Salgado’s (2007) view that assuming 
a position means assuming a direction towards others, which is only possible by adopting 
an evaluative stance towards otherness. Findings also indicate that a cognitive appreciation 
or understanding of otherness is an important part of accepting otherness. Although an 
evaluative stance involving an understanding or knowledge of the other is more likely to 
lead to an informed decision in one’s positioning, it does not necessarily lead to an 
acceptance of the position of the other. An informed decision of self-positioning is 
dialogic, in terms of accepting or rejecting particular traits of the other, and remains fluid, 
potentially shifting back and forth for many possible reasons, including the emotional state 
and mood of the self. Moreover, since self-positioning is inherently relative to that of 
another, the way one responds to another also depends on the nature of the prompt from 
the other, which cannot always be predicted.     
 
This chapter focuses on dialogism to reveal how participants in the study perceive cultural 
positions of the self and other. It has uncovered a range of opposed positions that point to 
cultural boundaries. However, a multiplicity of voices have also been revealed that 
demonstrate that neither self nor other are exclusively unitary. Self and other have the 
potential for a multiplicity of positions. The self is shaped in a dialogical relational way to 
the other. The dialogic positioning of self and other are closely linked in an interdependent 
and reciprocal manner where both are fluid and share a related dynamism. The analysis 
thus far, of the occurrence of dialogism in student participants’ cultural perceptions, is a 
useful basis for the next chapter, which explores the workings of intercultural third spaces 








In examining an intercultural third space this chapter builds upon previous chapters. 
Chapter 5 explored the role of imagination in intercultural engagement and in Chapter 6 
the role of dialogism in intercultural interaction was examined. This chapter advances the 
discussion to examine intercultural dynamics that can be said to be indicative of third space 
engagement. The notion of third space, adopted for this study, emphasises the processes of 
interaction between self and a cultural other that occurs through language, and, in some 
cases, reflects power relations through positioning and negotiation. The term thirding is 
preferred here to aptly recognise a focus on processes involved with third space interaction. 
All of this is considered under the umbrella of intercultural engagement, as is the context 
of this study. 
 
A closer examination of intercultural third spaces that emerge in the data of this study 
reveals how students negotiate binary positions across cultural boundaries to establish new 
and unique positions. Understanding how participants behave in intercultural interaction 
helps formulate a clearer picture of how cross-cultural dynamics operate. This chapter 
provides a more detailed understanding of third space dynamics as enacted by student 
participants. When considered holistically, as a complement to existing theories of third 
space dynamics, this chapter contributes to a clearer understanding of intercultural 
relations, which I draw upon to formulate a pedagogical approach that employs thirding.  
 
7.2 Intercultural Third Spaces 
 
As discussed in Chapter 2, the notion of third space appears in the literature across various 
academic fields and its meaning varies between different fields. The notion of third space 
is applied to the concept of relationality, but in two different ways. One is relationality 
between the self and other (Bakhtin 1981), which I apply extensively in this research and 
the second application is a semiotic relationality of signs and meanings (Barthes 1977; 
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Pierce 1955), which I also draw reference to.  
 
For Bakhtin (1981), relationality is demonstrated in dialogism where the word ‘third’ 
signifies an alternate space from the binary positions of the self (as first) and the other (as 
second). Third spaces are a relational in-between representation of where the self and other 
intersect and interact (Kristeva 1991). As a metaphoric space between two cultures, realms 
of the intercultural have an abstract spatial dimension within one’s consciousness, but are 
also evidenced through social interaction (Bakhtin 1981; Bhabha 1994), as demonstrated 
by use of language and behaviour. The concept of third space is applied to the context of 
L2 acquisition to explore intercultural phenomena that involve language learners (Lo 
Bianco, Liddicoat & Crozet 1999). This is also the case for this research, where I explore 
language learners’ experiences of intercultural engagement.   
 
Third space is sometimes also referred to as third place, thirdness or thirding. I have a 
preference for the terms third space and thirding. I opt for the term ‘third space’, as a noun, 
as I believe it better reflects an abstract nature, rather than the term ‘third place’, which 
risks presenting a static image. I also use the term ‘thirding’, as a verb, and find this useful 
when discussing the phenomenon as an act or as a practice.  
 
In relation to The Multilingual Subject, Kramsch (2006, 2009a) specifically discusses third 
spaces that language learners engage in. In this context, she refers to a third space as: 
…a place located in language, but it is an embodied, socially and culturally inflected place, a place 
filled with memories of other languages, fantasies of other identities. A site of linguistic anxieties 
and communicative joys, of symbolic gamble and subjective power. (Kramsch 2009a: 98)  
For The Multilingual Subject study conducted by Kramsch (2006, 2009a) language 
learners’ written testimonies are used as data. Similarly, in this research I draw from 
language users themselves where they recall and reflect on their experiences during in-
depth interviews. 
 
Keenan and Miehls (2008) describe third spaces as existing between subjectivities or 
between multiple perspectives; not where views are reduced to binary positions but in a 
more complex manner where views may be contradictory, fluid and unstable. They 
describe third spaces as being ambiguous, in-between spaces of hybridity between different 
‘realities’ within and between people. For the context of this study, third spaces are 
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understood as being abstract spaces that are expressed through language and created by 
dialogism, as described by Bakhtin (1981), and representative of ‘in-between-ness’ 
(Bhabha 1994; Kristeva 1991). Consistent with dialogism and in-between-ness, third 
spaces are conceptualised as operating not only between people but also within the 
individual self.  
 
A postmodern perspective is evident within third space theory as multiple realities are 
assumed to exist and identity is perceived as being multifaceted. This challenges modernist 
assumptions of an objective external truth and disrupts ‘traditional’ roles and power 
relations, thereby opening up possibilities for agency for a more diverse range of individual 
positions. As fluctuations occur in how one perceives the self and other, so too does the 
feeling of acceptance or tolerance towards the difference of otherness. However, rather 
than merely fluctuating between binary positions of acceptance or rejection of elements of 
otherness, engaging the other through thirding enables potential for new kinds of 
engagement, which examines perspectives more critically and dialogically, i.e. from a 
multitude of perspectives that in turn may open up possibilities of co-constructing 
understanding. Whilst this process may be momentary and temporary, its lasting effects 
can be transformative in terms of how one subsequently views the self and the other.  
 
In the data of this study, Bob, who studied in Indonesia, demonstrates a transformed world-
view, shifting from a binary concept of self and other as right and wrong, to a blurring or 
obscuring of what is right and wrong. When confronted with the difference of otherness, he 
becomes cognisant of avoiding the binary of right and wrong, opting for an alternative 
categorisation of what he initially regards as ‘different’. He also comes to regard difference 
as something of interest and makes an effort to understand the phenomenon in question, by 
discussing it with local people and appreciating the phenomenon through the eyes of the 
other. In doing so, Bob is able to better understand otherness and to look back at his 
cultural collective self through the eyes of the other, to become more critically reflexive. It 
is this practice of thirding to see the self and other from multiple perspectives that Bob 
recognises as valuable. This practice of thirding is consistent with what House (2008) 
describes as being characteristic of an ‘intercultural speaker’ who has managed to develop 
their own third way of operating between cultures. This position of what Kristeva (1991) 
describes as in-between-ness brings potential risks and advantages for the individual. “This 
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is a precarious position, but ultimately one of enrichment offering the intercultural speaker 
deeper insights and understanding” (House 2008:20).  
 
It is commonly agreed (House 2008; Jackson 2010; Kramsch 2009a) that third spaces are 
highly nuanced individual spaces where notions are continually contested and negotiated, 
where identity positions are continuously shifted, renegotiated, reshaped and refined. As 
such, a third space may be a momentary event that is quickly abandoned and forgotten or 
revisited, reclaimed and built upon at some future point in time. The temporary and 
contested nature of third spaces mean that the practice of thirding may be disruptive to the 
individual, and enable splitting of the individual self from the collective self, as discussed 
in Chapters 5 and 6. The criticality to reflect on the collective self and separate the 
individual from it may have disruptive effects but it may also be enriching in realising 
alternative realities that can be accessed to bridge cultural gaps with the other.        
 
Given the highly transient, fluid and temporary nature of third space dynamics, it is logical 
to expect that third spaces be subtle and sometimes barely visible. The inherent nature of 
third space dynamics means that third spaces are difficult to ‘capture’ and analyse in detail. 
Participants themselves operating in third spaces may not be cognisant of the significance 
or effects of their actions and reactions in intercultural encounters. The temporary and 
unstable nature of third spaces means that occurrences may quickly pass and escape the 
attention even of participating interlocutors. Recollections and reflections of participants in 
third spaces, as undertaken by this study, allows valuable insight into third space dynamics 
and the underlying thought processes, desires, motivations and emotions that shape 
interaction. During interviews of this research, it is as if some participants are discovering 
a hidden side of themselves that reflect voices of otherness. In discussing past intercultural 
engagement and interaction, participants gain greater awareness of the complexity of their 
own self and how it has been influenced by otherness. Conversely, some participants are 
able to revisit past encounters and conversations and appreciate more fully how they have 
influenced others in interaction. These are part of the rich array of third space dynamics. 
The complexity of language learners’ experiences and journeys, not only as learners of the 
language of the other but also of the culture of the other, can be summed up as follows: 
“No two L2 learners travel an identical path in becoming intercultural” (Jackson 
2010:173).    
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In describing learners’ experiences during study abroad in a country where the target 
language is spoken, Jackson (2010) outlines three positions that learners may adopt: 
seeking acceptance as full members of the host culture; remaining on the periphery; and 
continuously rejecting new ways of being. As established in Chapter 5, learners may 
alternate between particular identity positions. Data of this research shows individual 
learners at times seek acceptance by adjusting to or complying with the dominant social-
cultural environment, yet, at other times, the same individual avoids engagement or 
withdraws from interaction. In effect, the act of social withdrawal is most likely to reject 
the dominant social-cultural environment and to position one’s self in opposition to it. 
During self-reflection, participants in this study identify motivational factors of desire and 
mood as profoundly influencing their motivation to accept or reject cultural identity 
positions of the self and other. It is important to better understand how and why learners 
adopt certain positions, not only between binary opposed cultural positions of self and 
other but also how and why they negotiate a third space of intercultural engagement, in 
what is a more nuanced ‘in-between’ manner.  
 
There are various conceptualisations of third spaces. Moje et al. (2004) in Fitts (2009) 
summarise third space theories as fitting into three categories: 
1. Third space as a bridge; 
2. Third space as a navigational space; and 
3. Third space as a transformational space.   
Fitts (2009) identifies a common view of a third space as being where ‘official’ and 
‘unofficial’ discourses interact. Code-switching, that is switching between languages in the 
same episode of speech, is suggested as a transformative third space activity. This is one 
key aspect to be explored in this chapter as I explore the transformative potential of third 
spaces. 
 
In the context of language teaching, Fitts (2009) notes the pressure to ensure students are 
learning ‘standard’ language. This phenomenon in L2 teaching had been experienced by 
participants in this study who comment that the language they had been exposed to in 
social interaction in Indonesia is vastly different to the formal styles of language that had 
been emphasised in their formal language study in Australia. This is consistent with the 
observations of Sneddon (2003) in relation to Australian university students who undertake 
in-country study in Indonesia, who he notes often become critical to the style of Indonesian 
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language they have been taught in Australia, due to the nature and extent of informal 
language that they experience in Indonesia. Based on the significant stylistic variations in 
language, Sneddon (2003) suggests Indonesian is a diglossia.    
 
It is to be expected that some students, at times, prefer to engage in unofficial discourses to 
create a more comfortable, novel or enjoyable interactional dynamic. Code switching into 
stylistically informal language is an example of how learners might create a third space. 
Reasons for this could be varied but it might include symbolically rejecting the 
institutionalised formality of the classroom and replacing it with an eclectic, relaxed social 
dynamic, the elements of which they draw from various past social experiences. A likely 
alternative, and complementary, explanation for code switching in this way is that students 
opt for an informal language style in order address the other in a manner that they feel is 
more appropriate. Anticipating the other is part of a dialogic response and is consistent 
with Bakhtin’s notion of addressivity (Holquist 2002).   
 
Keenan and Miehls (2008) describe a third space to be shaped by the mindset that 
interlocutors bring to interaction where they need to think, feel and act responsibly in 
recognising otherness in order to participate in ambiguous, complex and paradoxical 
interactions. While third space encounters are typically viewed as being temporary and 
unique in nature, and how they transform interlocutors, Keenan and Miehls (2008) suggest 
that there is longer term transformative potential of third spaces. The possibility of a 
lasting effect of third space experiences has been raised in Chapter 5, in line with Lo 
Bianco’s (2009) notion of Worldmindedness. This line of discussion will be further 
developed in Chapter 9.  
 
The definition of third space that I adopt for the context of this study is an encounter with a 
cultural other that affects one’s outlook, attitude, opinions, demeanour or behaviour. I also 
refer to the act of engaging in third space encounters as the practice of thirding. Thirding is 
typically reflected in one’s language, and may be evident in one’s behaviour, yet because 
of its sometimes subtle nature, it may not be immediately apparent. The intercultural 
encounter where thirding is enacted is perhaps most outwardly obvious in direct social 
interaction with another person, although thirding may also take place within the dialogic 
self as evident in dimensions of consciousness and meaning making. In either case, the act 
of thirding as an event is temporary, unstable, dynamic, and may be contradictory, 
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disruptive or harmonious. Due to its temporary and sometimes obscure nature, thirding 
may be subtle and not even outwardly apparent. However, since thirding is grounded in 
and constructed by language, it is pertinent to examine participants’ use of language to 
analyse the practice of thirding more closely.   
 
7.3 Third Space Language Use    
 
The data of this research shows that language use is a highly variable element in students’ 
intercultural encounters and certain aspects are indicative of third space dynamics. The use 
of stylistic variation of language plays out in various ways. Student participants report that 
their language use is highly variable in social interactions. Language emerges as indicative 
of a third space dynamic where English and Indonesian are combined or mixed. As 
outlined below, this is done by code switching between languages and through linguistic 
syncretism through morphological change (Brown & Hippisley 2012). 
 
Student participants’ choices to use Indonesian with the other, as interlocutor, are often an 
amicable gesture of welcoming the interaction. In these welcoming instances, choice of 
language use signifies that the Australian students are making an effort to position 
themselves in such a way where the Indonesian other, as interlocutor, can readily engage 
them. As discussed in the next chapter, the use of Indonesian language in itself does not 
always mean that the Australian interlocutor is open and welcoming to the other, and a 
dialectic stance can still be adopted using the language of the other. However, using the 
language of the other is often indicative of openness toward the other. For the purposes of 
current discussion, the focus is how language use is indicative of third space encounters, 
that is, the practice of thirding.   
 
When interviewed during her year studying in Indonesia, Jan explains how she employs 
code switching to communicate more effectively. She explains the in-between-ness of third 
space engagement where she is drawing from multiple cultural perceptions:  
I find a lot of the time I can’t really speak Indonesian or English because I’m always 
speaking half – somewhere in between. With my friends here I can’t be bothered to 
translate everything I say from one experience to another so I’ll chuck in Indonesian words 
into English or I’ll chuck in English words into Indonesian, and then when I go home and 
try and talk to my mum I draw a blank as to how do I explain what a kos [boarding house] 
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is or a warung [roadside stall] or that sort of stuff. And if I’m bingung [confused] I’m 
bingung – it’s not the same as being confused. It’s completely fun as long as I’m speaking 
to someone who knows a bit of both languages. If I’m speaking to somebody completely in 
Indonesian, then I’ll have to make the effort to use all Indonesian words and not just chuck 
an English phrase in, as much as possible. But with my friends who speak English like the 
other Australian students and who speak Indonesian. I can’t be bothered translating 
everything back into English – when that’s the first word that comes to mind. But then, 
speaking to people back home… it’s a struggle to think back in your own language again, 
completely. 
This demonstrates the phenomena of predominantly using one language, that is either 
English or Indonesian, but drawing certain words from the other language that more aptly 
describe particular things. Code switching in this way represents a type of intercultural 
encounter where interlocutors on both sides are familiar with notions represented by 
certain lexical items. Language produced in this way acknowledges interlocutors’ bilingual 
competency and the ability to address the other person creatively, in a manner that is 
communicatively effective. In the above quote, the word kos refers to a type of boarding 
house that is a popular choice of university students, due to its relative affordability. A kos 
may take various forms. Students typically hire a room that may be joined or adjacent to a 
family home. A room in a kos may be part of a family home or more like a boarding house 
with a caretaker. In Indonesia, a kos is commonly female only or male only and many 
female kos have a curfew when residents must be in at night and the front gates on the 
street are locked. There are also commonly rules or expectations that residents are single 
and not permitted to be visited by or share the room with someone of the opposite sex. 
There is nothing quite like this type of room-for-rent arrangement in Australia nowadays, 
at least not commonly occurring. As a result, there is no single English term that precisely 
represents the concept of what a kos is. Various terms are used to describe an arrangement 
of this nature in Australia, such as room-for-rent or boarding but the practice is not 
widespread as it is in Indonesia and would rarely ever involve such strict conditions of 
behaviour.  
 
The term warung refers to something that also really doesn’t exist in Australia. It is 
sometimes described by English speakers as a roadside stall and most commonly is viewed 
as a place to eat. A warung is typically a cheap eating place similar to a small restaurant or 
small shop that is often associated with the serving of food or drinks. The terms kos and 
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warung are somewhat iconic concepts amongst Indonesian students as they typically 
represent a large part of the lives of many Indonesian students. Participants who studied in 
Indonesia are certainly accustomed to the concept of warung and most were familiar with 
eating at a warung on a daily basis. Three student participants who studied in Indonesia 
lived in a kos. As a result, the terms kos and warung are readily used by students, as 
indicated by their appearance in the data of student interviews. The reference to these 
terms in the Australian student participants’ interviews not only acknowledges that there is 
nothing quite like kos and warung in Australia, but suggests that these participants have 
acquired an appreciation of the iconic nature of these terms, in a way that is consistent with 
what Kramsch (2011) refers to as a symbolic competence. 
 
The other Indonesian term cited in the above quote is “bingung”, which is generally 
translated as ‘confused’. However, the participant recognises that “…it’s not the same as 
being confused.” It may also convey a notion of being flustered or panicky (Echols and 
Shadily 1994). The Indonesian concept of bingung is perhaps more strongly associated 
with being anxious and experiencing stress than is the English concept of being confused. 
It is likely that this is what the participant was referring to. 
 
The key condition to being able to insert more suitable Indonesian words when speaking 
English is the knowledge that the interlocutor with whom one is engaged will understand 
those words. This is consistent with the Bakhtinian notion of addressivity, where every 
utterance is addressed to a particular audience (Holquist 2002). Jan demonstrates an 
awareness of this when she says that she will struggle to use English completely when she 
returns home to Australia. It is far more succinct, and to the intercultural speaker more 
semantically precise, to use the word warung rather than ‘roadside stall’ or ‘food stall’, but 
it is only communicatively effective if the interlocutor with whom one is engaged has a 
concept of what a warung is. Similarly, for those familiar with the Indonesian concept of 
kos the term may elicit quite a different concept than a translated equivalent such as 
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7.4 Thirding in Relations 
 
To varying degrees, participants in this study acknowledge that their lack of language 
proficiency in Indonesian affects their ability to engage with Indonesians. It is also evident 
that a lack of language proficiency is commonly accompanied by a lack of in-depth 
knowledge of the cultural other. As a result, participants report variations in the quality of 
interactions. For example, some students experience difficulties in communicating with 
native speakers who they do not know, particularly where the interlocutor does not have 
experience and knowledge of the Australian students’ cultural and linguistic background. 
By contrast, some participants who studied in Indonesia state that they interact quite 
differently with their lecturers in Indonesia, who they know have spent time living in 
Australia. An example of this is Bob, who tells one of his female lecturers that he has been 
drunk one weekend during a study program in Indonesia. Bob feels that he can confide in 
her because she had studied in Australia and will therefore understand the issue of 
‘recreational drinking’ as a cultural phenomenon in Australia. He adds that he will not 
share that information with other lecturers, as they would not understand.    
 
Student participants note that native speakers of Indonesian with whom they interact 
commonly adjust their language. Participants suggest this is to allow for the shortfall in 
their language skills. Language used in this kind of interaction is reported as being a more 
standard style where interlocutors tend to avoid what they regard to be overly complex 
structures or overly colloquial lexical items. In this way, speakers address their other in a 
way they see fit, consistent with Bakhtin’s notion of addressivity, where every utterance is 
intended for another and anticipates a response (Holquist 2002). When engaging Australian 
students, it seems that Indonesians are very aware of the potential language deficit that the 
foreign students may have, and so adjust their language use accordingly. Alternatively, a 
more standard style of language may not be merely about reducing the complexity of one’s 
language but may also involve socio-linguistic dimensions, such as an expression of 
politeness and formality in addressing someone they are meeting for the first time.        
 
Language is an expression of how the speaker perceives the person addressed. As such, 
language use is a reflection of how one treats or behaves towards another. Yet language 
does not merely reflect assumed social realities. The production of language also actively 
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shapes social reality Weedon (1997). Language use is a dimension of the third space 
dynamic that is highly variable and somewhat unpredictable. Crichton and Scarino (2007) 
argue that the other cannot be understood in advance but that meaning is co-constructed 
during interaction. Interaction is dependent on the demeanour of interlocutors along with 
their assumptions and their aims. 
 
Anita, who studied in Indonesia for one year, describes herself as not always adopting a 
polite, patient and compromising demeanour in social interaction. The demeanours she 
describes are consistent with her ‘mindset’ at the time of the social interaction of being 
either compromising to what she perceives as an Indonesian set of cultural norms, or to 
holding on to those of an Australian cultural orientation. This appears consistent with what 
Byram (2003) describes as being bicultural, as alternating between two binary opposed 
cultures. However, Bhabha (1994) argues that cultures are never merely unitary or even 
dualistic in nature, but that through interactional contact each will transform the other to 
generate a third space. Byram (2003) elaborates that being intercultural means operating in 
an in-between space, rather than merely alternating between two binary identity positions, 
which he describes as being bicultural. What Anita describes as adopting different identity 
positions does not simply mean alternating between two binary positions; rather it shows 
that a relative power imbalance between interlocutors plays a role in how interaction can 
be culturally skewed. This is line with Kramsch’s (2011) notion of symbolic competence 
where she refers to symbolic power as revealing something of interlocutors’ moral values, 
subjectivities and social identities that are influenced by dimensions of their individual and 
collective memories, histories, emotions and aspirations. Kramsch argues that interaction 
in an intercultural space reflects the positioning of one’s self, in relation to the discourse 
produced by others. This includes the transformative potential to reframe or re-signify 
contexts and subjectivities and thus engage in acts of thirding to produce new and unique 
identity positions.        
 
7.5 Third Space Language Modification 
 
Clearly emerging from the data is recognition that native speakers often modify their 
speech during interaction with student participants. Participants report that native speakers 
reduce their speed of speech and use relatively simple language that they anticipate to be 
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more easily understood. Other forms of language modification that participants report 
include native speakers using Indonesian rather than a local language and a more standard 
form of Indonesian rather than a local dialect of Indonesian. It is also reported that native 
speakers avoid informal styles of language such as slang and use more formal Indonesian 
when speaking with student participants. Participants are able to compare the styles of 
speech of interlocutors who they converse with, who they also observe interacting with 
other native speakers.  
 
Another conversational occurrence that Bob notes is native speakers finishing off his 
sentences, when he is trying to explain something difficult and stalls mid-sentence. Bob 
feels that Indonesians who speak English are better equipped to anticipate what he is trying 
to say and are able to strategically replace more difficult Indonesian terms with English 
words. This example of code switching and co-constructing of language is what Bob 
identifies as more frequently occurring in Australia, with Indonesians he knows. He 
differentiates this phenomenon from most interaction that he experiences in the street in 
Indonesia, where interlocutors frequently do not speak English nor have cultural 
knowledge of his Australian background. This demonstrates the highly variable knowledge 
that interlocutors bring to interaction, which contributes to the uniqueness of each social 
encounter. The phenomenon Bob describes of co-constructing sentences is a third space 
encounter involving code switching, where he describes Indonesians who speak English 
are able to finish his incomplete utterances in a way that is mutually comprehensible. Co-
constructing utterances in this way is an example of highly variable dialogism in 
intercultural interaction where the Australian self is engaged with the Indonesian other, and 
is a clear example that supports Crichton and Scarino’s (2007) argument that meaning is 
necessarily co-constructed during interaction and communication.      
 
Another productive language modification strategy that Bob reports using is one he refers 
to as the creation of “Indo-glish words” to describe how he sometimes generates 
Indonesianised words borrowed from English. One example he cites, the term reformasi, is 
widely used in Indonesian, mainly to refer to political reform. However, he also reports 
using the term “electionasi” (election) that he claims to have heard a couple of times. I 
have never heard of this term and it does not appear in dictionaries. This word’s 
morphological structure is inconsistent with how English loan words are adopted into 
Indonesian. If following the usual pattern for adopting an English noun ending with the 
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suffix –tion into Indonesian, the word ‘election’ would be ‘eleksi’. It is likely that the 
participant himself created this term during interaction. I believe this is a term of Bob’s 
idiolect in the form of idiosyncratic morphological linguistic syncretism (Brown & 
Hippisley 2012). In any case, it seems to have been effective as he reports using it quite 
often. Of greater importance for this discussion is not who creates the term but how it is 
created. Language generated in this way is an example of the productive process where 
loan words from another language can be adopted and transformed. As Bhabha (1994) and 
Bolatagici (2004) argue, third spaces are not merely the sum total of the two contributing 
cultural elements, but interact in unpredictable ways to produce new, unique and 
unexpected outcomes. This process is likely to thrive in an intercultural third space where 
elements of different languages come together within a generative dynamic that is fuelled 
by a desire and need to communicate. Where intercultural interaction involves interlocutors 
who persevere using the language of the other, yet with limited proficiency, the 
intercultural dynamic is highly conducive to language modification strategies.       
 
7.6 Making the Shift 
 
Participants who study in Indonesia report instances where they speak a mixture of 
Indonesian and English. Participants refer to a deficiency in vocabulary as a reason for 
code switching in this manner. Bob describes this phenomenon of code switching as 
follows:  
… we sort of have an Indo-gris where you talk half Indonesian and half English and they 
do the same – it’s like practicing your Indonesian but also teaching them a little bit of 
English as well and they do the same to you – they speak their Indonesian and also the 
English that they know and so it’s sort of communicating half in English and half in 
Indonesian and they seem to respond to that quite well.  
The phenomenon of mixing language does not only occur for reasons of language deficit. 
Bob describes this third space interaction as being mutually beneficial where both 
interlocutors are actively learning the language of the other during the interaction. This 
implies a power balance where each interlocutor is aware of their own language deficit and 
that of the other and both seek to assist the other. Whilst a language deficit is one reason 
that participants cite for code switching by using English words spasmodically, if the 
English proficiency of the interlocutor enabled it, an easier alternative for the Australian 
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students would have been to merely use English. Yet, students report many instances 
where they speak Indonesian and mixed language with Indonesian interlocutors who were 
competent in English. In doing so, participants are making an effort to address the cultural 
other in a way that signifies respect for the other through acknowledgement of otherness. 
They are positioning the self in an in-between space that reaches out towards the other and 
inviting the other to meet in that in-between space. Bob identifies this as the underlying 
reason for using Indonesian when using English would have been an easier option:   
I can think of times when people have tried to speak English to me and I have tried to 
speak Indonesian – so you’re both trying to adapt to each other’s culture.  
This linguistic dynamic shows both interlocutors simultaneously reaching out to the other 
and symbolises a point of contact between the cultures of self and other. This is a clear 
demonstration of a third space reflected by language use. By using the language of the 
other, each is attempting to show acceptance of cultural elements they attribute to the 
other. However, just as a language deficit is a natural limitation for language learners so 
too is an associated cultural deficit. Given the complex, fluid and subtle dimensions of 
culture, it is inevitable that some cultural dimensions of the other will be obscure to the 
eyes of the self. While a language deficit may be obvious to language learners as they 
struggle to express themselves, they may not be as immediately aware of their deficit of 
cultural knowledge of the other. 
 
7.7 A Dialogic Repertoire of Responses 
 
Experiencing a ‘one-way’ flow of language for L2 learners, such as when watching a 
movie, requires receptive skills. But it is an experience that may elicit a response from the 
inner voice, as it responds to the input of a cultural other. As Bakhtin (1981) notes, the self 
always has a dimension that reflects an influence of otherness. While reading a newspaper 
or watching a film are associated with receptive skills and are not thought of as being 
socially interactive, such engagement can lead to third space encounters within the 
consciousness of the self (Bakhtin 1981; Bhabha 1994) where elements of otherness are 
adopted by the self and applied to certain views or attitudes held by the self. While this 
may be immediate, it may not be outwardly evident since it does not involve an outward 
utterance. However it may become apparent in subsequent interaction at a later time, where 
language and understandings acquired from intercultural engagement are actively applied. 
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In this way, engagement with an apparent one-way flow of language does not merely have 
an effect on receptive skills but can also elicit an inner response of language production 
that can be added to a repertoire of responses for future use. Given the genesis of this 
repertoire and how it is activated during social interaction, I call this a dialogic repertoire 
of responses. The dialogic repertoire of responses equates to a range or bank of possible 
responses that an individual will inwardly compile and, when necessary, draw from in 
response to a cultural other. The process of how a repertoire of responses is formed is 
dialogic, as is its execution, for one only produces an utterance in addressing or in response 
to the other (Bakhtin 1981; Holquist 2002).    
 
Whilst a one-way flow of language may be regarded as being related to receptive skills, it 
is only so in the sense that there is no direct and immediate utterance to another person. 
However, the inner self responds to a ‘one-way’ input of language and may retain the 
effects of such intercultural engagement to add to a repertoire of responses. As one 
encounters otherness, a relational in-between space involving self and other can be 
established (Kristeva 1991). Even in an apparent one-way flow of information, the effects 
of engagement with otherness are dialogically processed within the individual’s 
consciousness (Bakhtin 1981; Bhabha 1994) and the results of the encounter may 
contribute towards the cognitive development of a dialogic repertoire of responses. This is 
consistent with what Keenan and Miehls (2008) refer to as longer term transformative 
potential of third space engagement.      
 
7.8 The Precarious Position of Language Learner 
 
For L2 learners at various stages of development, interaction in the target language, 
particularly verbal exchanges, requires a great deal of effort and locates the learner in a 
vulnerable position where one is acutely aware of one’s own language competency and 
deficiencies. House (2008) notes the precarious position of the L2 learner as an 
intercultural speaker. As outlined in earlier chapters, student participants in this research 
commonly report uncertainly and tension as they grapple with how to respond to the 
cultural other over issues such as religion, personal space, directness and politeness. Often 
the reason for their uncertainty in how to respond is due to a feeling of a lack of 
understanding of the other, including language skills. Several students report laughter as a 
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common occurrence from Indonesian interlocutors during social interaction, which 
participants attribute to their own lack of Indonesian language competency.  
 
However, rarely is a lack of language competency identified as deterring the student cohort 
who studied in Indonesia from social engagement. There is a unanimous recognition 
among them of linguistic limitations as language users, but the overwhelming view was 
that their efforts to speak Indonesian in intercultural interaction were appreciated. Despite 
feeling not overly competent in using the language, one participant says: “I’d rather speak 
Indonesian to Indonesians because, even though they can speak English, it feels more 
respectful to at least try to communicate with them in their own language.” In this case, the 
learner makes an effort and perseveres in using Indonesian in social interaction, despite 
knowing that he could have simply reverted to English for the sake of communicative ease. 
The act of using Indonesian language by this participant demonstrates a desire to seek and 
meet the Indonesian interlocutor in a position of relative comfort for the other, thereby 
shifting towards the position of the other. By using Indonesian in this way the Australian 
student shifts from a position of power as a native speaker of English to a weakened 
position as a non-native speaker in interaction. Such a position shift for the non-native 
speaker risks communicative difficulties that can be directly attributable to one’s own 
language competency. As such, language learners potentially expose themselves to 
criticism of their language skills and risk becoming the butt of jokes or even derision. For 
many L2 learners, it is a precarious step to become active language users.                
 
7.9 Cultural Deficit 
 
Data from this research suggest that, as a result of interaction, student participants often 
feel they have a language deficiency that is recognised by native speaker interlocutors, who 
make allowances for them. It is not as clear if native speakers are as aware of cultural 
deficiencies of the other. As it has been established, the very nature of culture means that it 
is complex, often subtle and sometimes obscure (Duranti 1997; Liddicoat & Crozet 2000; 
Liddicoat & Scarino 2013; Lo Bianco 2003; Young 1995). Not only is cultural awareness a 
problem for L2 learners, but the nature of culture adds a further layer of complexity in how 
native speakers interpret the behaviours, attitudes and demeanour of non-native speakers. 
Native speakers may be left wondering if certain behaviours they witness from non-native 
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speakers are merely unintentional products of ‘first culture interference’ that presents as a 
lack of intercultural awareness, or whether it is a deliberate reaction, such as an intentional 
snub or refusal. Whilst a language deficit is commonly clear to interlocutors, a cultural 
deficit may be less obvious. 
 
Given the highly nuanced nature of culture, how then do interlocutors reach out to the 
other in the kind of third space mentioned above? In the absence of cultural awareness of 
the traits, behaviours and attitudes of the other, interlocutors are left to feel their way in 
interaction and apply what they know to the new situation. As a term introduced in this 
discussion, ‘first culture interference’ is a useful way to view how a cultural deficit might 
operate. This is evident in the data, as students frequently refer to uncertainty, discomfort 
and awkwardness in social interaction in Indonesia, where they are not quite sure what to 
expect or how to respond, despite years of L2 learning in Australia. The starkest example 
comes from Anita who, reflecting on her year studying in Indonesia, says that she had “no 
idea” in her original interactions at the start of the year (see 6.8). The notion of first culture 
interference is similar in nature to the concept of first language interference, a well-
established term in the field of L2 acquisition, whereby language learners draw from their 
native language to apply grammatical structures, patterns and meanings to the language 
they are learning, often resulting in errors. For native English speakers learning 
Indonesian, this frequently results in errors in word order, syntax and vocabulary selection. 
Given the link between language and culture, we should expect a related process to operate 
with cultural knowledge whereby how people interact is influenced by their cultural 
background. Without explicit cultural understanding of the other, interlocutors are forced 
to rely on pre-existing knowledge, which may be of a general nature as well as what can be 
co-constructed during interaction.  
 
Cultural deficit is a variable that influences the intercultural third space dynamic in 
unpredictable ways. Cultural deficit varies enormously between individual language 
learners. Jackson (2008) argues that some L2 learners may be regarded as being advanced 
in terms of language proficiency but weak in terms of their intercultural sensitivity. Based 
on her research in L2 in-country study, she found that L2 learners with an ethnocentric 
mindset lacked metacognitive competence, which led to a lack of appreciation of cultural 
differences and a lack of awareness of how their approach to interaction might hinder their 
effectiveness in cross-cultural encounters. In social interaction, cultural deficit may work 
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both ways, particularly between native and non-native speakers. The nature of social 
interaction means it is rarely, if ever, possible to fully anticipate the specifics of a future 
social encounter. Even interaction with people we know well, even within the same 
cultural setting, can be unpredictable with the direction of discussion often going in 
unexpected ways. It is fair to assume that for L2 learners, intercultural interactions are even 
less predictable, given their lack of familiarity with the other. Varying levels of cultural 
deficit between individual language learners adds complexity, instability and 
unpredictability to the intercultural third space dynamic. The unpredictability of 
interaction, along with language and cultural deficits present challenges for language 
learners in becoming more active language users. One useful strategy that language 
learners may use to address such difficulties is to develop a dialogic repertoire of 
responses, as described in 7.7. The data of student interviews suggests that experiential 
learning in Indonesia enables students to develop a sharper appreciation of social and 
cultural norms, associated with social interaction. After a year in Indonesia, Anita claims to 
have developed a sharp awareness of the expectations of other people that she encounters 
in social interaction (see 6.8). This heightened awareness of the cultural other resulted 
from cumulative effects of experiential learning, and points to what Keenan and Miehls 
(2008) describe as longer term transformative potential of third space encounters.               
 
7.10 Creative Third Spaces 
 
Perhaps it is as part of the process of developing a dialogic repertoire of responses, that 
student participants report using Indonesian language with their Australian friends, in 
creative ways. Once back in Australia after a short-term in-country study experience, Joy 
tells of how she and other friends from the program used Indonesian amongst each other: 
We did it just to joke around for a while and send each other SMSes in Indonesian… It was 
kind of funny to send each other messages in Indonesian, just trying to organise things 
later-like meet me here or here – just write it in Indonesian – I guess it’s like getting a new 
toy. 
In this way, student participants use Indonesian among themselves for enjoyment, as 
indicated by Joy who likens Indonesian language to a new toy. This is transformative use 
of language where non-native speakers interact in a unique manner to create their own 
dynamic. This third space example involves language and associated cultural dimensions 
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being negotiated within and shaped by the group. As a group comprising entirely of non-
native speakers using Indonesian language, it is likely that they operate under an eclectic 
array of cultural norms, including those drawn from their own backgrounds and what they 
have acquired in Indonesia. Without native speaking interlocutors, it is likely that this 
interaction does not contain the same need to reach out to the relatively unfamiliar cultural 
other, but has drawn aspects from the cultural other. Third space dynamics that exclusively 
involve language learners as non-native speakers are highly likely to be characterised by a 
different dynamic, compared to interaction between native and non-native speakers.       
 
Joy describes another instance of using Indonesian in Australia with her friends, who she 
had studied with in Indonesia, in the following way: 
…there was a few times I wanted to explain some things to some people without anyone 
else understanding what I was saying – at a few different events and things – and then I just 
explained to them in Indonesian… 
Taking place in Australia, using Indonesian in this instance is a deliberate strategy by 
students to exclude others from their conversation. This is an example of a third space 
where language is used in a pointed manner between non-native speakers to achieve the 
specific aim of secrecy. Given the specific purpose of this third space activity, it is likely 
that once the desire or need for secrecy had passed, then the interlocutors would revert to 
English. This demonstrates how third spaces may be very specific and temporary, if not 
momentary in nature.  
 
The background for these third space interactions is previous in-country study experience 
that this participant had shared with her friends. This is a phenomenon where L2 learners 
have created what Wenger (1998) describes as a community of practice to meet certain 
desires or needs. In these two examples, the desires are twofold: first for their own 
enjoyment, and second to exclude others around them from their communication. Whilst 
these examples of third spaces may be quite common for language learners, the dynamics 
may be highly specific to particular social settings and unique among particular 
interlocutors who share a community of practice.     
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7.11 Technological Third Spaces 
 
Some student participants who had studied in Indonesia report maintaining contact with 
friends and their teachers in Indonesia via Facebook, after they had returned to Australia. 
In doing so, they report code switching between Indonesian and English. Jan sees the 
online medium of Facebook as “a very Western dominated thing”, which suggests she feels 
a sense of empowerment in using Facebook. This sense of power may not necessarily be 
associated with which language is being used, as she reports using Indonesian and English 
in that interaction. It is likely that Jan feels a sense of power by using Facebook with 
Indonesian friends, if she positions herself more closely with the modern phenomenon of 
Facebook that originates from the United States. Coming from an English-speaking 
country, many Australian students readily identify with the United States, and regard it as 
culturally very similar to Australia. Jan used Facebook to maintain contact with friends in 
Indonesia but points out that content of discussion in that interaction is different to social 
interaction with her non Indonesian friends. Clearly, Jan perceives there to be cultural 
influences on the nature of the interaction that takes place in Facebook. She feels that 
Australians tend to use Facebook as a way of keeping in touch with friends, but suggests a 
tendency for Facebook to be used by Indonesians to extend their social network, by using 
Facebook to make friends.   
 
Bob regards Facebook as a medium where the hierarchical social dynamics, which he 
associates with Indonesian social interaction, do not play out. He observes a lot of jokes 
being part of the content of that Facebook discussion between a network of Indonesian 
teachers. He speculates that the relaxed nature of this interaction is due to participants 
sharing a view that their Facebook interaction is primarily as a network of friends rather 
than as colleagues, so that social status is less evident. If so, this shows how different 
identity positions can play out in different types of interaction.       
 
As noted earlier, some participants in this study report using Indonesian in SMS messages 
with their Australian peers, merely to arrange social meetings. Such a specific purpose 
could have been done in either language so, on the surface, using Indonesian in this way 
suggests that the content or purpose of this communicative act was not culture-specific. 
However, how it was done may have reflected cultural dimensions specific to the 
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Indonesian other, as is consistent with the practice of thirding. Perhaps there are cultural 
norms of social interaction that relate to making arrangements with friends that are more 
aptly conveyed in Indonesian than in English. While the extent of the cultural dimensions 
involved in this interaction between Australian students is unclear, it is clear that the way 
this group interacted was quite specific for a particular purpose, and was done on the basis 
of a shared understanding. It is highly likely that the interaction contained a hybrid 
combination of social norms that had been acquired in Indonesia and Australia. As such, 
the norms of engagement in this specific interaction may not have been entirely applicable 
to other contexts if interacting with native speakers. This represents a third space dynamic 
of hybrid cultural norms where interaction is unique to particular contexts, purposes and 
interlocutors. The unique nature of intercultural encounters is recognised through the 
notion of hybridity as a generative and transformative space (Bakhtin 1981), which enables 
cultural creativity (Kostogriz 2005). However, despite the variable and unpredictable 
nature of social interaction, experiential learning from social interaction can enable L2 
learners to develop a dialogic repertoire of responses, as the self becomes more reflexive 
over time (Raggatt 2006). A repertoire of responses can be developed to respond to a range 
of others, in line with the notion of acquiring an inventory of identities (De Fina 2006).  
 
The temporary and transient nature of such third spaces is evident in the descriptions of 
some participants where interaction through SMS messages with particular peers, who had 
shared common experiences, had since ceased to continue, as circumstances changed. For 
instance, if they were no longer taking the same classes back at university in Australia or if 
they had simply lost contact with those peers who they studied with in Indonesia. In 
addition to changing circumstances, where people literally and metaphorically ‘move on’, 
changes in desires, motivations and needs are major reasons why efforts to maintain certain 
hybrid third space practices are not maintained. These variables are reflective of identity 
shifts, which are highly variable in nature, continually evolving and formed in relation to 
others (Salgado 2007).         
    
Not having studied in Indonesia, but having travelled there several times, Lucy reports 
using technology to maintain contact and interact with Indonesian friends. She finds 
communicating online or via SMS messages less threatening than face to face interaction. 
For her, this technology removes the immediacy of communication, which makes her far 
less nervous about deficiencies in her language. She describes her experience in this way: 
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It’s good if you’re talking to someone online or by a text message because … I kind of can 
avoid that nervousness that I get which usually comes from, like I’ll walk into a  room and 
… you sort of get blown away and go I don’t know half those words and you sort of panic, 
but when you’re speaking to someone, not necessarily face to face, you get the message 
and you can sit there and look at the words and if there’s a word you don’t know you can 
look it up in a dictionary and then build up a reply … it’s a really great way to learn new 
words without being pressured, like feeling any kind of pressure or panic because you 
don’t know the word, you’ve got a chance to look it up…    
Using technology as Lucy describes above allows L2 learners the potential to interact in 
the target language while avoiding the threatening immediacy of face-to-face interaction. 
Lucy reports that face-to-face interaction in Indonesian sometimes causes her to experience 
a sense of panic, fearing she will not understand something and then not be able to respond 
appropriately. The time delay in certain technology-related interaction provides 
opportunity to formulate a response whereas face-to-face interaction has great immediacy. 
The nature of this technology allows L2 learners to be someone else, to project themselves 
as more competent language users in the eyes of the other, to avoid the feeling of being 
scrutinised. The use of technology in this way also provides an opportunity for language 
learners to imagine themselves as more competent language users. At the same time, the 
interaction itself is an opportunity to learn new vocabulary, as Lucy reports, and in doing 




This chapter identifies specific third space instances that participants, as L2 learners, 
experience, particularly third spaces that arise from and through direct social interaction. In 
line with Keenan and Miehls (2008), data of this research shows third spaces can be 
enacted in either of two ways: within the consciousness of the self in response to a 
receptive stimulus; or within the event of social interaction. Consistent with existing 
theories, third space encounters are found to be highly variable, contradictory and transient 
in nature, where identity positioning is temporary, fragile and dynamic (Bhabha 1994; 
Bolatagici 2004). In line with the notion that thirdness is located in language (Kramsch 
2006a), the highly variable language use reported by student participants in this study is a 
reflection of third space dynamics. Code switching and linguistic syncretism are 
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phenomena engaged in by student participants, particularly by those with greater exposure 
to intercultural social interaction, as a result of having spent time in Indonesia.  
 
Intercultural interaction is found to be confronting for some participants, who fear a 
language deficit restricts their ability to successfully interact. Participants who had studied 
in Indonesia appeared less sensitive to such fears. Lucy, who had not formally studied in 
Indonesia, but had travelled there several times, reports being anxious about social 
interaction, for fear of not understanding what is said to her. She reports many instances 
where she had successfully operated in the language while travelling alone in Indonesia, 
yet fears and anxiety remain in anticipating direct social interaction. She enjoyed 
participating in third space interactions via technology such as online and via SMS. This 
allowed her time to identify unfamiliar vocabulary and to locate it in a dictionary, thereby 
avoiding the awkwardness that she felt from a language deficit. At the same time, she felt 
this was a good way of learning that allowed her to expand her vocabulary.        
 
Intercultural engagement of a receptive nature, such as watching an Indonesian movie, was 
also found to produce third spaces. These third spaces within the self were experienced by 
some participants who had never been to Indonesia, who found the phenomenon useful in 
challenging their pre-existing cultural norms and world view. In this way, one can engage 
the other in a receptive manner to enact the practice of thirding in an abstract spatial 
dimension within one’s own consciousness (Bakhtin 1981; Bhabha 1994). This is what 
Kristeva (1991) and Bhabha (1994) refer to as in-between-ness that helps one recognise 
elements of otherness within the self. By enacting outsidedness, the self is able to decentre 
and develop the ability to view one’s own culture through the eyes of a cultural other 
(Bakhtin 1981; Holquist 2002). 
 
Consistent with Keenan and Miehls (2008)’s description of third spaces, intercultural 
encounters are described in the data of this research as being volatile and ambiguous, 
whether they occur within the self or within the realms of interaction with others. Some 
participants who had spent time in Indonesia reported uncomfortable social encounters 
where they felt boundaries of privacy and personal space were impinged upon. Consistent 
with the concept of an intercultural third space, some participants felt that they were 
treated differently by Indonesian native speakers than how those people would treat other 
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Indonesians. Some participants who had holidayed in Bali reported experiencing invasive 
encounters and verbal animosity in tourist areas.  
 
The process of critical self-analysis that participants demonstrate also causes some unease. 
Some participants critically reflect on their own cultural background and are quite scathing 
of aspects of it. This is where they split the individual self from the collective self, where 
the collective self becomes another form of the other. A position of individual self enables 
great flexibility and agency, being defined by one’s own self, but nonetheless the self is 
still shaped in relation to otherness. In this case, otherness presents in multiple forms; it is 
not only the cultural other but it is also in the form of the collective self. Some interviews 
show participants to be engaged in thirding, in adopting momentary alternate positions 
during their reflections of experiences. The inner dialogic response that participants 
experience, in facing varying cultural input, has the potential to confuse and confound 
them. They demonstrate alternating identity positions between seemingly stable monologic 
positions of self and other, but also the ability to engage a more uncertain third space of in-
between-ness that is shaped relationally in response to the other.           
 
In some cases, student participants drew from a dialogic repertoire of responses to 
consciously adopt alternate cultural positions. At times, positions they adopted were also 
used to form a basis for further spontaneous negotiation to achieve hybrid positions. An 
example of alternating positions from the data is outlined in Chapter 5 where participants 
who view themselves as atheists report claiming a religion, merely to avoid scrutiny in an 
Indonesian social context. However, they also report opening up to certain friends or 
people who they believe are more open minded. In this way they have given forethought to 
a particular cultural issue that they see as sensitive, and, based on past experiences, have 
anticipated future interactions to prepare a repertoire of responses, yet only decide on a 
particular position in the moment of the interaction, when they face the other. This is a 
useful strategy for language learners as they prepare language and the associated cultural 
content that they consider appropriate for certain contexts. However, I recognise that 
‘measured responses’ as parts of a repertoire of responses, are not end points in 
themselves, but are metaphoric stepping stones in intercultural interaction, as part of the 
practice of thirding. As learners engage in thirding, they come to new realisations during 
interaction, which they may add to their repertoire of responses. This concept of a 
repertoire of responses is never complete or fixed. It is a dynamic repertoire that needs to 
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be continually modified, revised, added to and rethought. It is useful in providing a basis 
on which to draw from as one responds to the other in an interactional event.  
 
This chapter identifies instances of creative and productive third spaces that have a 
transformative effect on interlocutors. It also identifies some problematic aspects that occur 
in intercultural third space encounters for participants in this research, and instances of 
how those difficulties were addressed. Several issues deserve further exploration in 
subsequent chapters. The next chapter will examine impediments to thirding, including 
power relations that lead to students’ resistance to engage in certain aspects of intercultural 




Addressing the (in)finite Other 
 
    
8.1 Introduction 
 
Previous chapters have examined how participants perceive, and engage with, an 
Indonesian other, including complex dialogical interactions in intercultural third spaces.  
To strive for a more complete picture of intercultural interaction, it is also important to 
consider the problematic aspects involved. This chapter examines participants’ resistance 
to engage dialogically in intercultural interactions where they instead demonstrate a 
monologic or dialectic stance. Understanding how participants resist interaction of a 
dialogical nature, and instead adopt a monologic or dialectic stance during intercultural 
interaction provides more in-depth insights into their perceptions of self and other. It may 
also point to conditions or factors that are likely to impede intercultural interaction and, by 
implication, may point to factors that are conducive to intercultural interaction.  
 
The key focus of this chapter is how participants, as self, respond in social interaction with 
Indonesians, as the other, with an analysis of issues that arise from intercultural interaction. 
This is most productively addressed by analysing the data of participants who had studied 
in Indonesia, due to their high frequency of intercultural social interaction and its intense 
nature. The in-country context, where Australian student participants study in Indonesia, is 
an interesting context, as travel and mobility are recognised as disrupting the fixity and 
boundaries of identities associated with places (Kostogriz & Tsolidis 2008). Participants’ 
experiences of the other are highly varied and involve a multiplicity of individual others. 
By examining their recollections of specific events in the form of social encounters, their 
position as self and the position that they attribute to the other are more clearly revealed.   
 
8.2 A Monologic Response 
 
There are competing views on monologism and whether a totally monologic response is 
even possible. Holquist (2002) suggests a Bakhtinian position regards monologue as an 
illusion, or at best as a theoretical construct that is needed only in order to understand 
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dialogue as a process. Bakhtinian thinking means that a totally monologic response is 
impossible. Bradist (2002) notes that the Bakhtinian view that even language within the 
self is in fact dialogic. Although Bakhtin’s notion of the utterance is something that is 
active and performed, he recognizes language is more than just speech. Language is a 
dialogic act or event involving a two-way tension within the individual, who produces a 
particular intended meaning, yet is influenced by broader protocols and limitations of 
language, as a holistic and generalised system. The utterance in itself is described as never 
being entirely original, in the sense that every utterance is regarded as a response to a prior 
utterance (Morson & Emerson 1990).  
 
Utterances and language are regarded as inherently representing addressivity, in that 
language necessarily addresses another. A response explains or justifies the position one 
occupies, where the individual self is assumed to represent a particular group. As such, an 
utterance between two speakers also equates to being between two groups that are 
represented by particular social norms, where each have particular values that are shared in 
their respective communities. A reflection of social norms may extend beyond what is said 
to what is unsaid, the latter being a particular focus of this chapter. In Bakhtinian terms, all 
language has a dialogic dimension to it and language is based on the assumption that no 
communicational context exists where the subject is totally isolated. Therefore, no 
language is merely monologic in nature (Holquist 2002).        
 
The self cannot completely ignore or totally dissociate from the other, since awareness and 
understanding of one’s self is primarily shaped by alterity (Kostogriz 2009). For example, 
one can only judge one’s self as being patient or impatient, as extravert or introvert, as 
confident or shy by comparison with others. Every imaginable characteristic, trait, 
behaviour or quality only has a value as relative to another. Similarly, every stance or 
position adopted is inherently relative to some form or forms of otherness and thus reflects 
otherness, if only by its binary opposition. Every position adopted inherently reflects a 
dimension of otherness that has been shaped by encountering otherness. As such, it can be 
argued that no utterance is completely monologic, in the sense that no utterance has been 
formulated in complete isolation.  
 
Yet the term monologism remains in use. According to Bradist (2002), monologic 
principles as methodological principles have a logic of causality and determination, as 
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opposed to dialogic principles, which reflect a logic of unrepeatability and freedom. Both 
monologic and dialogic principles are described as logics that underlie culture. The 
Bakhtinian concept of monologism is where language is used authoritatively in a single, 
sealed utterance, separate from other discourses with an entirely outside relationality. An 
example of such monologism is poetry where the poem is regarded as a closed utterance 
that is monologically constructed, with the voice of the poet being the only voice evident. 
Extreme forms of monologism are recognised to be shaped by power relations between the 
self and other and preoccupied with self-consciousness where positioning of self and/or 
other is completely finalised (Bakhtin 1984; Kostogriz 2009). So, while monologism is 
said to only recognise the self, it should be understood to have been formed through 
language, in a manner that is inherently dialogic. For it is only possible to acknowledge the 
unique self by recognising one’s self as being different from others.  
 
8.3 A Dialectic Response 
 
Krasner (2004) notes that dialectics lead to a closed and static either/or positioning that is 
related to the structuralist vision of binary oppositions. Dialectics in operation is primarily 
adversarial where a conflict of opposed ideas and their contestation results in a synthesis of 
thought. The resultant position is then regarded as resolved, final and closed. Responses 
that are said to be dialectic or monologic have in common the characteristics of being 
finalised, fixed and closed.    
 
By contrast, Holquist (2002) outlines Bakhtin’s dialogism as perceiving a multitude of 
voices as representative of different positions that, rather than being in opposition to one 
another, share the same rhetorical space. This is a fundamental assumption that 
differentiates dialogism from the binary oppositions of dialectics. Another major difference 
is that while dialectics conceives a synthesis of ideas to be a resolvable, finalisable result, 
Bakhtin’s dialogism conceives the interaction of multiple voices to be an unfinalisable and 
infinite process, where an absolute resolution and fixed position is not possible.   
 
While simultaneity is described as a cornerstone of dialogism, involving a multitude of 
voices mix across time and space, a dialectic standpoint may reflect a view of cultural 
binaries that are separated by time and space. Such separation enables each cultural 
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position to remain independent and removed from each other. While the individual may 
dialectally move between two binary positions, each is kept in separate domains and 
engaged at different times, in different contextual settings.   
 
Bakhtinian dialogism views history as being represented by continual tension and 
contestation between a monologic and dialogic consciousness that produces variety and a 
multiplicity of positions. By contrast, Hegelian dialectics views a progression of 
consciousness over time as having evolved from a more community and society-orientated 
self to a more modern self-awareness of individuality and greater consciousness of the self 
as a unique individual. The Hegelian view of a higher level of consciousness is therefore 
one of singularity and unity, represented by a monologic consciousness of self as being 
closed and insular (Holquist 2002). 
 
Bahktinian dialogism sees the self as answerable to the other through alterity. However, it 
is important to consider what happens when one refuses, rejects or resists the other. For 
example, what should a refusal to interact be taken to mean, such as through an expression 
of silence? Is it simply a case of abandoning dialogism and reverting to a monologic 
position? This is somewhat of a vexed issue. In the context of interaction, silence in itself 
is a response, and is therefore part of the dialogic dynamic. Not responding is recognised 
as a kind of response in its own right (Raffoul 2010; Salgado 2007). Silence as a response 
is evident in the data of this study, and is a focus of attention in this chapter, in order to 
better understand what it means. Examining specific examples and analysing the contexts 
in which those examples occur may help determine what circumstances elicit the response 
of silence and why the participant responds in such a manner. This should provide a clearer 
picture of what the silence means in this context of intercultural interaction.       
 
8.4 The (in)finite Other 
 
There is an interesting contradiction with how otherness is viewed in existing theory and in 
the data of this study. It is the propensity to sometimes perceive the other as finite yet at 
other times perceive the other as infinite. Data of this study suggests that the dynamics of 
the finite and infinite other are linked to power relations and how the self is positioned in 
relation to the other through the respective roles adopted by the self and assigned to the 
other.   
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Holquist (2002) elaborates on Bakhtin’s thinking of self and other where the self conceives 
itself as operating in an open and unfinished state with future potential whereas the self 
perceives other entities as complete, finished, static entities. This perception of otherness is 
consistent with dialectic logic and the notion of the sign possessing a duality, in this case 
where the self/other distinction is viewed as being open/closed and dynamic/static.  
 
I have had the experience of assigning an imaginary finite dimension to the other, as being 
bound and fixed across time, after having worked and lived in Indonesian and Malay 
communities and then revisiting those communities some years later. I have memories of 
the communities and particular individuals within it, with strong memories of former 
colleagues and friends, and memories of particular experiences that we had shared. In 
visiting those communities many years later, I reverted to memories as points of reference 
and somehow expected things to be as I remembered them. Of course they were not. The 
communities had changed; people had moved out of the community, others who I did not 
know had moved in and some had died. Some who I remembered as children were adults, 
barely recognisable, with children of their own. My greatest embarrassment was meeting 
others who I knew well but who had aged or changed in appearance to the point that I 
could barely recognise them. It struck me that my consciousness of self was that of the 
unfinalised, open and dynamic over time as I focused on future potential, yet I had reduced 
others to bound and fixed entities. Illogically, I somehow expected others to remain as I 
had remembered them.  
 
Some of the changes in my friends and former colleagues were pleasing to see. Some had 
married and had children and had built their own households and careers. Others had aged 
and deteriorated in health so they either could no longer do certain things or had lost 
interest in things that I remembered them enjoying. Some of the older people with whom I 
had enjoyed discussing stories from the past, had passed away or were in poor health. 
Things were not as I remembered them and not as I wished they were. I was confronted by 
the reality of the other at a different point in time and yearned for the other of the past. This 
is consistent with what Kristeva (1991) refers to as uncanniness where the borders between 
imagination and reality are erased, where imagination took the form of my past memories 
and reality was represented by what I experienced in the present moment.  
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A confronting dimension of these experiences was recognising the other in myself, 
recognising my own limitations, my own ageing and mortality and thus a shifting sense of 
self from infinite to finite across “fragile boundaries of the uncertain self” (Kristeva 
1991:188). Confronting the unknown by recognising otherness within the self can be a 
disruptive and overwhelming experience involving a loss of composure as one’s 
boundaries are compromised or lost and the notion of self is transformed into that of a 
stranger (Barclay 2010; Kristeva 1991).    
 
 Student participants in this study also reflected a tendency to treat the Indonesian other as 
a closed, finite entity. At times this involved problematic aspects of social interaction. By 
reducing another to a finite and fixed entity, the self is afforded agency and placed in a 
position of power. For example, student participants who studied in Indonesia reported 
frequent requests to assist Indonesians with learning or practicing English. Sometimes they 
took up the opportunity, which afforded them a position of power in the role of native 
speaker and teacher while the other was assigned the role of non-native speaker and 
learner, albeit temporarily. These adopted and assigned roles had only lasted the duration 
of the session where English was practiced and only in that specific time and place 
between those particular interlocutors.  
 
Upon ending that particular interaction, which may have been signified by shifting 
languages back to Indonesian with the same interlocutor, the Australian student, as self, 
reverted to the positions of non-native speaker and learner of Indonesian. However, if still 
engaged with the same interlocutor there may have been residual effects of the earlier 
roles, whereby the self would be in a somewhat privileged position of power of having 
something to offer that was desired by the other. Alternatively, there were instances where 
participants refused the request to practice English, thereby exercising power by denying 
the other. This instance where the self can opt to refuse or accept the requests of the other, 
is an example of how the self can adopt multiple positions in relation to the other and at the 
same time reduce the other to an assigned role, in this case as a requester, or something 
akin to a customer.       
 
Attridge (2004) describes a reductionist tendency of the self to respond to the other by 
assimilating that person in a generic sense, rather than as viewing him/her as a singular 
individual. Acknowledging the other in terms of fully accounting for the unique individual 
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within a framework of general rules is described as impossible. Raffoul (2010) outlines 
how relating to the other is problematic as the other is infinite but the self is finite. The 
demands of an infinite other are far greater than the capacity of the finite self to respond 
‘ethically’. This can result in the self being unable to respond adequately and feeling 
overwhelmed by the demands of the infinite other. The unfinalizable dimension of the 
other is recognised by “… our inability to grasp the Other fully” (Kostogriz & Doecke 
2007:17). It is by acknowledging the unique individual and the inability to completely 
cater for him/her that is said to be an encounter with another as other (Attridge 2004).  
 
The other is viewed by Raffoul (2010) through or as an event or phenomenon. This is a 
useful way of understanding the other as infinite, because every event is unique; it can 
never be exactly reproduced, it has a dimension of unpredictability and cannot be fully 
understood in the moment. As an event, the other is singular, as a specific and unique 
occurrence. The event involves reciprocity of dialogical interaction that occurs in the 
moment. The particular dynamics of the event are momentary and unable to be exactly 
reproduced or experienced in the identical manner ever again. Every encounter with 
another represents such an event, hence the infinite potential of the other.  
 
Despite the potential for the self to fluidly and dynamically shift between multiple identity 
positions, the self is a singular entity, most clearly recognised in a physical sense. 
However, the other is infinitely plural, as an event, and virtually infinite in a physical 
sense, in terms of the billions of other people in the world now, in the past and in the 
future, compared to the single bodily entity of the self. In either sense, if the other is 
viewed as a human entity or as an event, the self can be overwhelmed when confronted 
with the infinite nature of the other.  
 
Contradictions remain of the self as singular yet having the potential for a multiplicity of 
identity positions and the other being infinitely plural yet also able to take or be assigned a 
singular form. How self and other emerge only becomes evident in the course of an event 
and its context. It is within the event that the self develops a particular identity position, in 
response to the other. How the self is positioned will be shaped by the other. In the same 
way, the expression of the other is also shaped by the unique context of the event, with the 
other’s position influenced by the interactional event with our self as their other. An 
interesting dimension of this research is the student participant cohort who studied in 
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Indonesia and who sometimes saw themselves in the position of the other, where they were 
the foreigner and non-native speaker. This sees them in a role reversal from their more 
familiar position of L2 learner in Australia. 
 
Holquist (2002) describes Bakhtinian thinking where a subject is represented or produced 
by language. When we enter the realm of language, or when it is imposed upon us, we are 
actually entering the realms of distinctive combinations of political, economic and 
historical influences where every encounter is a unique combination of ideologies that 
cannot be exactly replicated. It is within each such unique site that the world addresses us, 
each a precise site that no one else can occupy, from which we speak. As a result, we are 
answerable for that site, hence the notion of responsibility. Each of these unique and 
momentary sites can be regarded as an event with the other. The infinite potential for how 
these encounters with otherness will unfold is overwhelming as the self struggles to meet 
the infinite and unpredictable demands of the other. 
 
To address the infinite call of the other, the self draws from discourses of the past. Words 
and sentiments echo past voices of others, hence the notion of dialogism where the self 
includes elements of otherness. In each encounter where we address the world, or an entity 
of otherness, we simultaneously draw from a multitude of others, which Bakhtin refers to 
as a polyphony of voices. This enables us to answer from a unique site, yet to draw from a 
range of positions, such as described in Chapter 7 through a dialogic repertoire of 
responses. In doing so, we create new and unique combinations of voices that we call our 
own. We do this in an attempt to satisfy the call of the infinite other. 
 
8.5 An (in)ability to answer the other 
 
Student participants’ recollections of intercultural encounters show two key ways in which 
they were able to resist or refuse the demands of the other with a response of silence; they 
are silence by avoiding certain issues and silence by ignoring the other. 
 
8.5.1 Avoiding Issues 
Prominent in the data are occurrences where participants report incidences where they have 
remained silent on a particular issue during face-to-face interaction. At times, this is 
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strategically achieved by avoiding particular issues, which sometimes involves a pre-
meditated position formed on the basis of past experience.  
 
This phenomenon is typified by Anita’s analysis of her role in social interaction as “the 
true answers can’t be spoken.” This refers to her providing a masked response and 
avoiding certain topics that she perceives to be offensive, disturbing or concerning to 
people she interacts with. The following quote indicates how Anita reflects on how she 
adjusts her demeanour when encountering an Indonesian other in dealing with what she 
perceives to be culturally sensitive issues: 
… my language is far more accommodating, I would say, far more agreeable and it does 
not openly confront other people’s perspectives and does not cause them to discuss things 
that I know they’d be hesitant to talk about…  
It is clearly quite an effort and a compromise for Anita to adjust her demeanour in this 
way. She expresses a desire to engage in discussion in a more critical, in-depth and 
confronting manner. She feels that these are aspects of Australian cultural norms that she 
identifies with that are not generally characteristic of an Indonesian other. In this way she 
attributes the singular self and other to be represented by the collective groups of 
Australians and Indonesians in a dialectically binary opposed manner. She perceives the 
need to maintain harmonious social interaction as an important dimension of Indonesian 
cultural norms, and so often makes an effort to do so by avoiding certain issues in 
discussion. In this way, she is responding to the call of the other, choosing and avoiding 
topics of discussion in a manner that she perceives to be acceptable to the other.  
 
Anita perceives silence by avoidance as an appropriate strategy to use during social 
interaction with an Indonesian other as she perceives harmony as an Indonesian cultural 
norm, saying: “… it’s wrong to openly object to something that somebody else has said.” 
This means that her silence on certain issues is in fact a response to the other, in terms of 
trying to meet the demands or expectations of the other. She interprets and filters issues as 
being taboo or culturally inappropriate for open discussion, in certain social interactions. 
Anita is consciously aware of monitoring which topics to avoid and guides discussion in 
particular directions by monitoring her speech during social encounters, as she 
demonstrates by saying: “I have to make sure I don’t mention certain topics that in some 
way could lead to the other person asking me a question that I don’t want to answer.” This 
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intercultural dynamic, which is a commonly reported phenomenon by student participants 
who study in Indonesia, demonstrates how silence on particular issues is used as a type of 
response consistent with what Kristeva (1991) refers to as assimilation. Given that these 
encounters take place in Indonesia, Australian student participants are in the position of 
foreigners and make allowances for the dominant socio-cultural setting. Student 
participants are aware of, and often accept, their assigned position as foreigner, which 
positions them as the other of the Indonesian self.   
 
8.5.2 ‘The Line’ 
Another example of silence by avoidance is through a practice that Anita reports as having 
introduced to her friends and acquaintances that she refers to as ‘the line’, as she describes 
below: 
… a friend and I have come up with the concept ‘the line’. Pretty much, it’s a pretty 
common thing in Australia, that you go “OK, that’s crossed the line” and you drop that 
conversation topic, or you change how you approach that sort of topic. We’ve started using 
it at my kos [boarding residence] with the fellows who run the place... they’re just getting 
to know about Australian conversational norms and so now there’s a hand gesture – you 
cut the air between you to say that’s the line and you’re either approaching it really fast or 
you’re just about to cross it, and so it’s acknowledged you don’t have to say sorry, you 
learn to curve around – and they’ve been using it for me too. Certain conversation topics, 
for example when I start talking about certain types of relationships in Indonesia, say, 
relationships between boyfriends and girlfriends – they don’t feel comfortable discussing it 
– there’s the line and it’s a physical gesture to say I want to change the shape of the third 
space, and it’s the best way to do it because you don’t have to give reasons why I don’t like 
it.  
The setting where this interaction takes place is described as their kos. This is a type of 
boarding house accommodation that is common in Indonesia and a common place of 
residence for university students. A kos typically consists of rooms for rent that are often 
attached to, or on the same property as a house. By the contextual setting of a kos, it is fair 
to assume that Anita has frequent, if not daily, ongoing and quite in-depth social 
interaction with the fellows who run it. 
 
Ongoing intercultural encounters between the same interlocutors enables the strategy 
called ‘the line’ to emerge during social interaction. This practice is consistent with a 
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dialectic logic where binary opposed positions are maintained, or a synthesis of cultural 
norms are assumed to exist, as an attempt to establish boundaries that ought not to be 
passed. From Anita’s description above, interlocutors from both sides of the boundaries, 
Indonesians and Australians, are able to ‘draw the line’ during interaction. This means that 
‘taboo’ topics are realised during an encounter and so the process of recognising and 
therefore forming boundaries is established dynamically and spontaneously during 
interaction. What Anita regards as the fixing of boundaries reflects a dialectic logic and yet 
‘the line’ is realised as a result of dialogic encounters. The practice of ‘the line’ is 
repressive in that it is governed by the demands of the self towards the other, is primarily 
adversarial in nature and in calling the other to assimilate, it disregards the right of the 
other to negotiate. This approach where the self establishes a closed and fixed position can 
be said to be monologic in nature, yet it is created dialogically. 
 
This concept of ‘the line’ is a very different dynamic to the practice of avoiding issues, as 
outlined earlier. Both strategies are employed by Anita, yet they involve different 
processes and are intended to achieve different results. As noted earlier, avoiding issues 
through monitoring one’s language and demeanour to produce a response of silence, is a 
response that seeks to meet the call of the other. Such a response does not seek to sever the 
encounter, but to keep the encounter in a comfortable space for both interlocutors, with an 
emphasis on satisfying the other and avoiding conflict. Such avoidance by silence as a 
response posits the self as being answerable to the other, and therefore may be regarded as 
an ethical response. 
 
In contrast, ‘the line’ reflects dialectically opposed binary positions and seeks to maintain 
those boundaries in a non-negotiable manner. The practice of ‘the line’, as described by 
Anita, is a response that signals closure of the particular discussion topic and is an 
avoidance of being answerable to the other. This phenomenon exerts agency and power by 
refusing to continue in a direction set by the other. The act is intended to determine and 
maintain boundaries between the self and other and is consistent with what Kristeva (1991) 
regards as being repressive towards the other.   
    
8.5.3 Ignoring the Other 
Anita also recalled frequent encounters where she simply ignored what she regarded as 
inappropriate attempts at initiating interaction with her, from the other. A concrete example 
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of this is demonstrated in the following quote from the first interview conducted with her, 
whilst in Indonesia:  
…when you’re in Indonesia you get sick of being hollered at, walking through the 
kampung [housing area] every day and … I give them zero response when they call out 
“Hello Mister” because you get sick of it… 
The response of silence described above is best viewed in its broader context. Whilst these 
responses of silence may have ended the particular events of the moment, they can also be 
viewed as a part of an ongoing interaction between the same interlocutors. This silent 
response progressed into verbal interaction in other encounters with the same interlocutors 
over time as Anita explained: 
…  and then they started – they’re learning - they’re trying to change how they relate to me 
in order to - that the third space is comfortable enough for me to actually enter into 
conversation with them. So, they’re changing how they address me as I walk past, and so 
now it’s mbak [Javanese term for ma’am] and instead of Mr, Mrs, nona [Indonesian term 
for miss] – they’ve finally hit something I’ll reply to and they’ve started to move on from 
yelling out obvious questions to me like “Mau ke mana?”34 - you know that I live around 
the corner – I’m obviously going home. As Australians, we hate obvious statements, we 
really do, or obvious questions, so now they’ve started to become more savvy about the 
type of questions or things that they should ask – that I will feel obliged or comfortable 
enough to enter in conversation with them. But for me, I did make it hard for them to get in 
conversation with me – from the beginning if they said “Hello mister” I could’ve 
responded back but really I did make it quite hard for them to try to appropriate their 
speech to me because my personal demands were quite high – I didn’t have a set of 
demands – I just went: no, that topic or way they’ve addressed it really doesn’t appeal to 
me… so I waited till what they offered was attractive enough for me to spend my time 
responding… I think that’s probably been the most interesting process over say 3-4 months 
– the same people changing the way they address me. 
The kampung Anita refers to is an area within a suburb of the city of Malang. In this 
context, the word kampung equates to something like a neighbourhood. She lives in a kos 
(boarding house) in a narrow street where people are often out in front of their houses and 
customarily greet people as they pass by. The expression “Mau ke mana?” literally means 
‘Where are (you) going?’ However, in this everyday context, it is more of a greeting than a 
                                                 
34 Mau ke mana? literally translates as ‘Where are (you) going?’ but functions as a common Indonesian 
greeting. 
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question and typically does not require a detailed response or serious answer. Interestingly, 
Anita expresses annoyance with the obvious nature of this question and deems it not even 
worthy of a response. She seems to have interpreted this question more in a literal sense. In 
the context cited, its function is more akin to a greeting. Anita chose not to respond to this 
question at all. A more typical Indonesian response would be to offer a non-descript type 
of answer, that does not necessarily directly answer the question but which does 
acknowledge and respond to the other person and thereby satisfy the communicative 
function of responding to a greeting. Anita’s statement, relating to Australians disliking 
obvious questions, seems to be more about her own view, where she positions herself in 
opposition to the Indonesian cultural norms of the interactive event. 
 
A non-response to this everyday greeting may have confused locals who asked the 
question and would have opened up a range of possible interpretations. They may have 
wondered if this foreigner living in their neighbourhood did not understand the Indonesian 
language. Perhaps they wondered if being aloof and not socially engaging in one’s 
neighbourhood is a Western trait. Perhaps they wondered if she was in a bad mood or 
angry or if they had offended her. These are some of the likely kinds of interpretations that 
a response of silence may elicit in such circumstances. In a context such as this, not 
responding at all is what Heidegger refers to as inauthentic (Raffoul 2010). As with the 
earlier example of ‘the line’, this phenomenon of ignoring the other is an act of not being 
answerable to the other. The act is intended to maintain boundaries and space between the 
self and other and is also consistent with what Kristeva (1991) regards as being repressive 
towards the other.    
   
To return to the broader context of these encounters, Anita reports that the people in her 
neighbourhood, who she ignored in this way, subsequently adjusted their demeanour and 
language over a three or four month period. She explains how the locals changed the way 
they addressed her, in terms of the use of pronouns for ‘you’. Rather than addressing her as 
“mister”, “missus” or “nona” they used the term “mbak”. The word mbak may be regarded 
as a more ‘accepting’ pronoun in Javanese society. It is a Javanese word that is readily 
used in Indonesian language in Java, where Anita was living. It is commonly used as a 
form of address to young ladies and is considered polite yet familiar.  
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As an Indonesian-speaking outsider, who has lived and worked in Indonesia, I can relate to 
the discomfort that the term ‘mister’ can engender, perhaps unintentionally, and to the 
sense that it makes one feel like an outsider. To be addressed with an Indonesian pronoun 
is a more inclusive gesture. I imagine that for foreign females to be addressed as “mister” it 
may be even more off-putting, not only for being ‘labelled’ a foreigner but also for 
conveying an apparent disregard for gender, albeit perhaps unintentional. 
 
Anita also reports that people in her neighbourhood adapted the way they related to her. 
Not only did they alter their use of pronouns in how they addressed her, but they also 
seemed to filter the content they used to engage her. She claims “… they’ve started to 
become more savvy about the type of questions or things that they should ask …” She 
regards this as a third space encounter as locals adjusted their demeanour to fit her 
demands. This dynamic presents a view of role reversal, where the participant can be seen 
as taking an active role of the other, who places demands on her Indonesian interlocutors, 
who appear as the self.    
 
There may be various reasons why this participant is more compromising in certain 
situations and more demanding in other situations. As this particular example relates to 
people on the street in her neighbourhood in Indonesia, it may not have been practically 
possible to invest time and effort in these many daily encounters and potential 
relationships. As a foreigner in Indonesia, it can sometimes be overwhelming at the 
prospect of engaging so many people who are interested in talking to or meeting a 
foreigner. Fatigue, both physically and emotionally, can play a role in making one 
withdraw or switch off from social interaction. It is understandable in these circumstances, 
that Anita ‘demanded’ a certain type of social engagement. If appropriate social interaction 
was not forthcoming in these frequent, very brief, daily encounters then her response was 
simply one of silence. This reflects the overwhelming nature felt by the finite self in facing 
the infinite other. The call to answer the infinite other cannot be met by the finite self. This 
can lead the individual self to seek the solace of isolation from the infinite other and from 
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8.6 The (In)visible Effort 
 
There are dimensions of intercultural encounters that are invisible, even to interlocutors 
within the encounter. The adjustments and compromises one makes in negotiating 
intercultural space are not necessarily recognised or understood by the interlocutor with 
whom one is engaged. Knowledge of the cultural background of the other is useful to help 
anticipate what the other demands and how he/she responds within the course of the 
encounter. Yet, the call of the other remains infinite, so the self is incapable of knowing 
everything about the other or being able to predict every possible scenario that arises when 
engaging the other. 
  
Discussion thus far focuses on verbal responses during encounters with the other, in terms 
of what is said, what is unsaid, and how one projects and negotiates the positions of the 
self. It is also useful to consider demeanour more broadly in terms of the adjustments the 
self makes in conduct when encountering the other face-to-face. The following quote from 
Jan describes how she adapted her appearance whilst living in Indonesia: 
I just sort of look at what everybody else is wearing and just be reasonable about it, but I 
realise after a while people aren’t noticing that you’re making an effort – people don’t 
notice ….[Jan] making an effort not to wear a singlet – like they just notice the T shirt you 
are wearing. They don’t notice not drinking a beer, they only notice when you do drink a 
beer. So it’s an effort that goes unnoticed. 
In referring to “an effort that goes unnoticed” Jan, perhaps unwittingly, identifies the 
infinite call of the other. Her adjustments in conduct, through dressing more conservatively 
and by avoiding drinking beer, are responses to calls or demands from the other. She had 
adjusted her appearance and behaviour in response to the call to assimilate to the dominant 
socio-cultural environment of the community where she lived in Indonesia.   
 
Jan expresses a sense of frustration of having made an effort, in what may be described as 
a dialogical act, to adapt to cultural norms of the other, because her efforts were not 
noticed or not acknowledged. Her frustration comes about because she has made an effort 
to compromise by dressing or behaving in a way that she thinks will satisfy the demands of 
the other, yet comments or veiled criticism are still forthcoming.  
 
C H A P T E R  E I G H T  
 207
Her reference to drinking beer seems consistent with dialectic logic, where different 
contexts have different boundaries. Presumably, comments from others on her drinking 
beer were signs of disapproval. Her response is most likely to drink beer at a time and in a 
place that she feels it is appropriate and to avoid drinking beer in other situations. What 
these examples of dress and drinking beer both demonstrate is that the call of the other is 
greater than the capacity of the self to respond. Meeting the call of the other in one 
encounter is merely what happens in the moment of that particular event and does not carry 
over into the next encounter, which may involve other others and a completely different 
contextual setting. In intercultural encounters, when trying to meet different individual and 
collective expectations across time and place, the self feels acutely finite, stretched and 
overwhelmed by the plethora of demands that emanate from the infinite other.       
 
8.7 Repressing the Other 
 
Kristeva (1991) discusses the other in terms of being a stranger or foreigner. When 
confronted with otherness, Kristeva suggests that the self typically responds with one of 
two kinds of logic, either by assimilation or repression. If the other is perceived as being 
sufficiently similar it can be seen as equal, thereby reflecting a logic of assimilation. 
However, if the other is perceived as being different it is regarded as being unequal, and if 
such difference is unable to be assimilated it is inevitably equated to being inferior, which 
reflects a logic of repression (Barclay 2010; Kristeva 1991). A repressive response seems 
to be an initial, almost instinctive reaction: “There is no guarantee, of course, that alterity 
will elicit an ethical rather than repressive response …” (Kostogriz & Doecke 2007:19).  
 
Despite an inherent tendency to respond repressively to the other, one’s response to the 
infinite other is highly variable. In this chapter, silence is shown to be used as a response in 
an assimilative manner by the self to avoid what are perceived sensitive topics for the 
other. This silence is a kind of response that addresses the call of the other, and as such can 
be said to be an ethical response.    
 
By contrast, silence is also shown to be used in repressive ways by the self to ignore the 
call of the other. Examples include ignoring others on the street who offer a greeting, and 
using a practice described as ‘the line’ to sever discussion during social encounters. These 
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practices maintain a dialectic mindset by isolating the self from the other, and reinforce 
boundaries between self and other so that boundaries are fixed and static, and therefore 
monologic in nature. This non-negotiable outlook positions the desires of the self above the 
call of the other. It is consistent with the dynamics described below:   
While dialogical interaction can start initially from locations that are outside the contact zone, 
power relations between self and the Other can intervene so that this zone becomes an are(n)a of 
conflict and struggle for meaning. This according to Bakhtin (1984), represents a clash of extreme 
forms of monologism because both self and the Other do not transcend their preoccupation with 
self-consciousness, enclosed within itself and completely finalised. (Kostogriz 2009:147) 
If we accept the notion of the infinite nature of the other, it follows that the event of 
dialogical engagement with the other remains open, unfixed and unfinalised. The 
realisation of the infinite other is overwhelming. As a reaction to the overwhelming sense 
of the inability to completely respond to the other, the self can revert to a dialectic position 




This chapter analyses events in the data where dialectic logic is reflected in how student 
participants view culture and the inherent differences between self and other. Dialectics 
recognises the binary opposed positions of culture and so is also dialogical in nature. The 
difference is that dialectics leads to a fixed position being adopted, which can be regarded 
as monologic in nature, as it has discarded and disregarded otherness in establishing the 
self as separate, closed and isolated from otherness. Yet in doing so, the self inherently 
recognises the other through differentiation. A monologic stance of rejecting otherness is 
in fact a response to otherness. It is this kind of monologic response that situates one in a 
position of isolation and is the antithesis of dialogism.  
 
A recent trend that has gained increasing attention in academic discussion involves 
dialogism between self and other with a focus on ethics and responsibility. This will be 
part of an ongoing discussion in the next chapter, which will explore the transformative 








Having explored how dialogism and dialectics play out in the practices of language 
learners as they encounter otherness, I now shift attention to the bigger issue of the 
transformative effects of learners’ intercultural experiences. It is now time to view the 
research data more holistically, in order to consider pedagogical implications of learners’ 
intercultural experiences. Whereas in previous chapters I have solely drawn on data from 
student participants, I now adopt a more holistic view to also examine data from lecturer 
participants.  
 
I draw from in-depth interviews conducted with three experienced lecturers of Indonesian 
language, each from different Australian universities, from which students also participated 
in this research. For the sake of anonymity, I refer to each of the three lecturers by using 
pseudonym names. They are well positioned to comment on the attitudes, behaviours and 
practices that they observe in their students. All three lecturers are firmly of the view that 
the language learning experience has a transformative effect on their students.  
 
In this chapter I examine more closely the transformative potential of intercultural 
experience and pedagogical implications for the teaching of Indonesian in the Australian 
context. Two settings relating to L2 teaching are addressed. The first involves classroom 
practice, by looking at what happens in some Australian university classes. The second 
setting that I examine is that of an in-country study experience in Indonesia. Both settings 
are analysed in pedagogical terms and relate to Dewey’s notion of experiential learning, 
which is necessarily interactional (Ord & Leather 2011). Such social interaction reflects 
the multifaceted dialogic use of language, where dialogism is not only interpersonal, but is 
also intrapersonal, where one shapes and reshapes a multiplicity of identity positions 
through the act of social interaction (Holquist 2002).  
 
Of particular interest at this point are the longer-term transformative effects of intercultural 
experiences. Including the perspectives of experienced lecturers helps broaden analysis and 
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provides greater insights into related pedagogical aspects. This examination of the 
transformative effects of intercultural experiences draws from theories of Dewey’s 
experiential learning, Bakhtin’s dialogism, Kristeva’s cosmopolitanism and Wenger’s 
communities of practice.       
 
9.2 Experiential Education 
 
As a foundational figure of experiential education, the work of the American philosopher 
and educational pragmatist John Dewey offers some powerful insights into how 
experiential learning might be applied to the context of L2 teaching and learning. For 
Dewey, experience is most importantly interactional between the individual and the 
environment. Dewey emphasises the importance of interacting within a social environment 
of a group or collective meaning and value system (Wojcikiewicz & Mural 2010). In the 
context of L2 learning, a broad vision of a collective other is typically a cultural group or 
groups of language users in a country where the target language is the national language. 
The concept of a collective other is consistent with Bakhtin’s notion of the infinite other, 
where the other has the potential to be a particular individual or a collective group or 
groups (Holquist 2002). Even the nature of the collective groups is potentially infinite and 
reflects the complex, multi-faceted nature of culture.    
 
Deweyan and Bakhtinian thinking not only enables us to conceptualise an individual and 
collective other, but also of an individual and collective self. The self may vary between 
being uniquely individual or aligned to a group or collective. For example, when traveling 
overseas, one’s national identity is more likely to emerge, as people commonly ask 
foreigners where they are from. In intercultural interactions, the other (interlocutor) may 
assume our self (as their other) to be representative of a collective cultural group, while the 
self may accept, resist or deny such a position. For example, in social encounters in 
Indonesia, Australian students reported sometimes being labelled as Westerners, foreigners 
or Australians. At times, they resisted such assigned categories as they felt they were being 
incorrectly stereotyped.  
 
In social encounters, identity formation is up for negotiation. Dewey, like Bakhtin, views 
each social interaction as a unique event that is experienced spontaneously, during which 
identity positions evolve, in relation to each other. It is during interaction with the other 
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that the self emerges in unique ways, as the self is shaped by the other. Each event is 
unique and unrepeatable because the other is infinite and the social dynamic is 
unpredictable. As discussed in Chapter 7, it is in the event of social interaction where 
unique identity positions of contact between self and other are negotiated and where 
thirding can occur.  
 
A Deweyan approach to experiential learning makes an important distinction between ‘an 
experience’ as a single event and ‘experience’ as an ongoing process, yet links the two. For 
Dewey (McDermott 1981), experiential events are highly contextualised in time and place. 
Dewey’s view of an experience as a unique interactional event is consistent with 
Bakhtinian thinking of dialogic encounters. However, Dewey also applies a cumulative 
logic to events experienced as part of an ongoing process of learning. He sees a connection 
between events across time and space and argues for the pragmatic linking between 
experiential events to be recognised as part of the learning process. Similarly, Bakhtin’s 
dialogism makes connections between language and thought across time and space, at both 
an individual and collective level. Bakhtin (1981) argues through dialogism that all 
language is acquired from social interaction with others and so all language echoes voices 
of the past. The notions of interaction as experience and the necessary role of language are 
shared by Deweyan and Bakhtinian thought.    
 
Dewey’s vision of experience is as a dynamic, continual process that links the past with the 
present and potentially affects the future of both the individual and the environment with 
which the individual interacts (Ord & Leather 2011). The individual brings with them a 
diverse range of unique ‘starting points’ to the learning experience, which are a 
culmination of previous experiences and may affect how each individual participates in the 
present experience (Dewey 1966, 1977; Ord & Leather 2011). The individual’s unique past 
is combined with the present experience to enable the individual to act or react differently 
in the future. This is the key to Dewey’s concept of experiential learning.  
 
Such a view recognises learning as an ongoing, cumulative and open process that can be 
enriched and built upon by a diverse range of activities. For Dewey, experiential learning is 
grounded in social interaction and is generated in the moment of the interactional event, 
yet it is guided by referential events from the past and also points to the future. Dewey’s 
notion of experiential learning is where the learner sees the outcomes of an experience and 
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understands the relationship between one’s actions and the effects of those actions. This 
helps enable learners to be prepared to experience the future (Wojcikiewicz & Mural 
2010). The cumulative and ongoing effect of experiential learning is the key to the notion 
of transformative experience that results in lasting change. Therefore, a holistic view of 
experience is important as it enables us to think more broadly about pedagogic 
implications.  
 
9.3 Intercultural Experience as an Event 
 
In addition to the cumulative effects of experiential learning it is also important to 
recognise an experience as a singular event. Morson and Emerson (1990) refer to Bakhtin’s 
notion of ‘eventness’ that sees an event as being unreducible to a set of rules that can be 
applied to future cases. Bakhtin sees the event as being set in the moment, so the dynamic 
is unrepeatable. As a dialogic act, the event involves a unique self at a unique point in time 
and at a unique place. It is about co-being thereby reflecting its dialogic dimension, yet it 
involves understanding the self. With an inherently dialogic dimension, the event holds 
great generative potential for a multiplicity of possibilities. Understanding the event as a 
one-off yet unfinalisable phenomenon draws a focus to the specific and unique 
circumstances of interactional events and has implications for intercultural encounters.  
 
As noted earlier, social interactions are highly variable and are unique events that cannot 
be replicated. Interlocutors’ individual characteristics vary across time and space between 
different interactional events, depending on such variables as mood, motivation and 
particular purposes of encounters. In this way, the dynamics between interlocutors, even 
between the same interlocutors, will never be entirely the same between different 
contextual settings of time and place. Although classroom encounters, as events, cannot be 
exactly replicated, effective practices and strategies can be modelled to constructively 
shape the interactional encounter as it evolves.     
  
Context across place and time affects the dynamics of social interaction and affects the 
‘cultural input’ of interlocutors to the encounter. In this context, I regard ‘cultural input’ as 
social and cultural norms, assumptions and behaviours that reflect one’s cultural 
background, which may only become apparent when dialogically compared to the other in 
C H A P T E R  N I N E  
 213
the event of social interaction. Beyond what interlocutors may bring to the encounter, 
social dynamics also determines what interlocutors are willing to contribute to the 
encounter. The input of each individual to an encounter is never pre-determined but 
emerges during interaction in response and in relation to the other. The contribution of 
each participant in the encounter is not necessarily the sum total of their knowledge or 
experience. The individual’s input and the relative balance of input between interlocutors 
depends, largely, on issues of power relations between them. Therefore, one’s ‘cultural 
input’ is only selectively revealed or shared with the other during interaction, and so is 
highly variable. 
 
The language classroom dynamic occurs in a specific yet variable setting. Despite 
including a range of sub-contexts, it remains limited by its contextual setting and infused 
with power relations between teacher and student, native and non-native speaker and 
influenced by other variables such as age, gender, religion or other markers of perceived 
status. As learners of Indonesian language in schools and universities, Australian students 
typically have only limited access to a few different individual L2 teaching staff. Although 
all student participants in this study report having native speakers of Indonesian as L2 
teaching staff at Australian universities, students only encounter a small number of 
different individual speakers of Indonesian during their formal studies in Australia. 
Moreover, if only studying in Australia, many students rarely, if ever, experience 
meaningful intercultural social contact involving Indonesian language outside of the 
classroom context.    
 
By contrast, students who study in Indonesia have many diverse experiences of social 
encounters across a wide range of contextual settings, with a range of interlocutors who 
vary in age, gender, social status, occupation and religion. Recognising Bakhtin’s view of 
the event as a co-constructed and unrepeatable dialogic encounter enables one to appreciate 
that students’ in-country study experience provides opportunities for a multitude of rich 
and diverse communicative events. This helps one appreciate why student participants in 
this research unanimously share the view that encounters with Indonesians in Australia 
differ substantially in nature from encounters with Indonesians in Indonesia. An in-country 
study experience provides the opportunity for a far greater quantity and qualitative range of 
social encounters. The huge potential for students to experience interactional events, also 
offers scope for significant cumulative learning, in what Dewey refers to as an educative 
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experience (McDermott 1981). The opportunities for interactional experience through an 
in-country study program avail students to far more different types of experiential events 
than could ever be imagined if only studying Indonesian in Australia.     
 
9.4 Learning Indonesian in Australia 
 
As L2 learners of Indonesian, Australian university students mostly commence their 
language learning in Australia. If electing to undertake in-country study they usually do so 
after a period of formal language learning in Australia. It is therefore a useful reference 
point to first look at students in Australia, from the perspective of lecturers.   
 
9.4.1 The Attraction of Othering 
Margaret, a lecturer participant in this study, describes three broad categories of Australian 
university students, in terms of how they perceive an Indonesian other. She believes 
students usually demonstrate traits of one of the categories described below, in terms of 
how they perceive Indonesia, its culture and society:  
…there are those who will still see it as exotic and will focus on the colourful and the 
decorative and the tasty and there are some highly politicised students who will see the 
oppressive and darker side of Indonesian culture because they see it through the prism of 
governance, I think, and understand, they may know a bit about the history of oppressive 
regimes in Indonesia and so those students often want to talk about things like power and 
leadership, which of course is part of culture but they see a different sort. There’ll always 
be one or two who sort of have that unintended air of superiority and they don’t realise 
they’re doing it but in their language they feel, I guess, a sort of affection or an attitude 
towards Indonesia and Indonesian culture that suggests that those people need sort of 
nurturing and educating so they’re like us – so there’s that sort of colonial sort of thing, I 
suppose. So I guess there’s three broad categories and most students you’d probably fit into 
one of those. 
These are three categories where students demonstrate othering using culture to 
differentiate between the self and other. The Indonesian other is conceptualised as being 
either: exotic and captivating; as dark, mysterious and dangerous; or as inferior and 
primitive, and so requiring help from a superior country. Each of these three outlooks has a 
different appeal for particular students, but in each case the difference of otherness is part 
of the attraction of learning the Indonesian language.   
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I often observe these traits in Australian students who learn Indonesian, particularly the 
fascination with cultural differences, of the strange and exotic other that captures the 
imagination of students. Perhaps unintentionally, some textbooks focus on and therefore 
reinforce exotic images of the other, such as with images of temples, artefacts and 
colourful traditional practices that seem bizarre for Australian students. For instance, 
cremations in the island of Bali in colourful coffins that resemble a bull, as well as cliff 
face cave burials of the Torajan people in the island of Sulawesi, with clothed effigies of 
the deceased, are exotic images that appear in L2 text books that capture the imagination of 
Australian students.  
 
This phenomenon of othering, as observed by Margaret in her students and reinforced by 
text and resource books, is consistent with Kristeva’s (1991) analysis where the self sees 
the other as different and therefore strange and inferior. Strangeness of the foreign other is 
said to be the alter ego of the philosophical self where the self sees the other with 
fascination but with a simultaneous discomfort. For many Australian students, the ‘bizarre’ 
nature of otherness is a large part of the attraction of learning Indonesian. In seeing what 
the other is like, one may recognise aspects of the strange other within one’s self. Where 
strangeness of the other cannot be reconciled or assimilated it will inevitably be viewed as 
inferior and repressed within the self (Barclay 2010; Kristeva 1991). Where such 
repression of otherness within the self is projected onto the other, the unique identity 
position of the other is effectively denied and erased (Brandist 2002). If not erased or 
disregarded, it is typically recognised as inferior while remaining as a point of fascination 
because of its bizarre nature.  
    
9.4.2 Transformative Critical Thinking 
Margaret goes on to describe how students change as a result of their language learning 
experience. She reports observing how students with a political interest, who view 
Indonesia negatively, often soften and broaden their understanding, perhaps by developing 
an interest in film or music. She also observes that students who perceive Indonesia as 
exotic and captivating often have their ‘rose-coloured’ glasses fade as they come to 
understand something of the darker side of Indonesian culture, which she adds that every 
culture has. She reports changes in students she teaches in Australia as follows:   
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So most of them I do see a change in – even students who are interested intellectually in 
Indonesia – some of them have expressed a reluctance or anxiety about going there because 
of the media coverage of Indonesia…So the best ones is when you see those ones shift – 
the ones that think ‘I love Indonesian culture and I’m interested but I don’t know if I want 
to go there because everyone says how dangerous and dark it is.’ When you get those ones 
shifting from that position to ‘I think I might come on the in-country program’, then you 
think that’s a victory… I think the ones that don’t change are possibly the ones that see 
language as a tool – something that’s devoid of any cultural accoutrements.  
 
Margaret also refers to the higher-order critical thinking that some of her students 
demonstrate. As they learn Indonesian language and learn about the country, students are 
enabled to become more self-reflexive, by reflecting on their own cultural background 
traits. Margaret acknowledges it is difficult to identify specific aspects that exert a 
transformative effect on students but that it often emerges in terms of perceptions of what 
makes them happy, where they question the importance of material assets. She attributes 
this particular outlook to films and stories encountered as part of their studies that expose 
Australian students to stories of Indonesian people who live in extraordinarily difficult 
circumstances, yet demonstrate a positive outlook on life.     
 
Richard, another lecturer, speaks passionately about his teaching endeavours and what he 
tries to achieve with his students: 
I feel like it’s my job also, as a lecturer, no matter what I was teaching, to teach critical 
thinking, I really take that seriously … where I’m asking for their opinions about 
Indonesians in general, Australians in general, Muslims in general and then trying to crack 
the general, you know crack generalisations. 
In discussing the importance of critical thinking, Richard refers to the challenging and 
confronting nature of language learning and how an inherent gulf between self and other 
might be reconciled:   
Even sometimes, when students get annoyed with Indonesian and say ‘why is it like that? 
Damn it, that’s hard to get a hold of!’ That provokes critical thinking. You say ‘Indonesian 
is back to front’, that’s the common one in first year … ‘are you sure English is not front to 
back?’ What makes ours legitimate and theirs illegitimate, as a way of encoding reality? In 
first year you throw a lot of things at them that they’ve never thought of before. I love to 
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hear students say that ‘hmmm, never thought about that before.’ That’s a reward to me if I 
hear students say that. 
Richard expresses a satisfaction in challenging some of his students’ assumptions. In doing 
so he is promoting critical thinking through self-reflexive thinking, as students experience 
otherness and struggle to come to terms with it. By promoting the notion of self as the 
other’s other, Richard is helping students imagine how their cultural collective self might 
be viewed from the outside. This is an example of how teachers model or scaffold self-
reflexive thinking and is consistent with Bakhtin’s notion of outsidedness. Richard’s 
reflections on these pedagogical practices are also consistent with the role of language 
teachers as mediators of the cultural other for their students (Liddicoat & Kohler 2012).    
 
When asked if stereotypes are evident in students’ perceptions, Richard refers to students 
echoing the voices of others, by perpetuating stereotypical representations: 
I think so, especially in first year, you get some students who come in and you can hear 
their parents talking through them or you can hear the Australian mass media talking 
through their views – and that’s pretty natural, I guess. But our job, in a way, is to look and 
see what they don’t know about, and try to challenge it a bit, fill it in a bit, in a sense. If 
you know they utterly believe something that’s just clearly wrong – all Muslims are 
terrorists – you know, I don’t see anything wrong with questioning that. 
As an educator, Richard recognises that students do not start formal study with a void of 
knowledge and opinions, but bring with them certain views and attitudes that reflect their 
societal and familial backgrounds. He sees his educative role as mediating students’ 
opinions and attitudes by providing, and helping students appreciate the existence of 
alternative views, including views of a cultural other. He also models his own views, 
which are shaped by intercultural experiences and knowledge, and shares his way of 
looking at the world in classroom interaction, which is an educative experience for 
students.   
 
Richard models a world view to students that is incomplete and unfinalised. Rather than 
projecting his own views as complete and absolute and trying to impose them on students, 
he recognises the importance of developing a balanced appreciation of a multiplicity of 
alternative positions that evolves during interaction with others. In this way, he is 
modelling an open-minded world view and at the same time mediating how students come 
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to see the cultural other, as is advocated by Liddicoat and Kohler (2012). However, he also 
feels a strong obligation to challenge ill-founded, negative stereotypes. In doing so, he 
demonstrates the act of balancing openness to alternative views with establishing 
boundaries based on an ethical approach to how one sees the other.   
 
9.4.3 Transformative Dialogical Ethics 
When Richard is asked if he sees changing attitudes in his students, as a result of their 
language learning experience, he says: 
I think I do. It’s subtle and it’s slow. But I think, just like being a parent… there’s an old 
generalisation, no matter what you and I say as parents, it is the model of you and I that 
children absorb… I think as a teacher that happens too, and I think I have students too who 
have come in at first year - God knows what has put them on that seat in that chair - but if 
they’ve stayed around for a year, two years or three years - you hear them in conversations 
defending Indonesian points of view, perhaps. And you know that you’ve affected them 
somewhat then. 
The change referred to above suggests a developmental shift in students from merely 
echoing voices of their parents and mass media to contesting such stereotypes and even 
echoing the critical voice of their lecturer. This transformation suggests knowledge gained 
from academic studies enables students to critically reflect and respond to other voices 
from parents and the media that they themselves had formerly espoused. Richard’s 
approach to dealing with students’ negative stereotypes is to develop an intellectual 
dimension of critical thinking to do with the cultural collectives of self and other, where 
students are challenged to develop the ability to see the self through the eyes of the other.  
 
Whilst not necessarily part of a traditional approach to L2 teaching, critical thinking can 
and should also be applied when the target language is in use, therefore applying a 
consistent model of critical thinking, irrespective of what language is used. There is real 
potential for L2 teachers to have a positive effect on their students’ world-view, by 
developing intellectually-based critical thinking. By sensitively projecting images of 
otherness, while monitoring language use in a way that avoids stereotyping and promotes 
tolerance of difference, language teachers have a unique opportunity to influence how 
students see the world around them and to help students develop a critical stance in how 
they conceptualise the cultural self and other (Welsh 2011). There is increasing recognition 
of the important role of L2 teachers in enabling students to become intercultural and, in 
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interpreting meaning, to critically analyse connections between language and culture in 
general, and to do so between their own culture and language as well as that of the L2 of 
the other.  
…teachers act as mediators of language and culture for students. That is, teachers have a 
role in interpreting the other for students and in developing their capacity for 
interpretation… Language learning builds bridges between cultures on the basis of 
personalised interpretation understanding rather than through the transmission of ‘correct’ 
and often stereotyped interpretations. Teachers therefore work with students to elicit, 
clarify and question interpretations rather than to provide them. Such work recognises the 
necessity of integrating the students’ lived realities into the process of learning about 
others, as a pre-requisite for this learning.  (Liddicoat & Kohler 2012:94) 
 
As noted above, students bring pre-existing views, attitudes and identity positions to the 
learning encounter, that are shaped by their cultural and familial backgrounds. There is 
growing recognition that intercultural engagement in the language classroom is far more 
complex than merely a dialectic dualism of cultural representations between the 
‘mainstream’ or background culture of the students and of the ‘target culture’ (Liddicoat & 
Kohler 2012). Earlier chapters have established the diverse multicultural nature of 
Indonesia and that attempts to articulate a single cultural identity position as being 
‘Indonesian’ is an error of reductionism and essentialism. In fact, post modernism 
highlights this very point, in viewing the notion of culture as infinitely dynamic and 
unfinalizable.  
 
Australian culture is no exception. This point is recognised through Australia’s 
multiculturalism and changing social norms. Richard believes his students are often 
unaware of the complex and nuanced nature of Australian culture, as he expresses below:  
I think an awful lot of English-speaking Australian born people are brought up in one 
culture – this amalgam of American pop crap and endless commercial TV and spin and 
consumerism. You’re brought up in a culture of remnant Christianity and all sorts of 
things… and there is a tendency for anybody in any culture to have borders that they are 
not even aware of, around what they find as acceptable and normal and to consider as 
inferior, strange, threatening what’s outside it. So intercultural awakening, it seems to me 
to come when you say “hmm, that’s different and that’s OK, in fact that’s really 
interesting. 
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Richard refers to borders associated with cultures that are often used to identify 
strangeness of the other; strangeness that is viewed as threatening and inferior. He sees 
students demonstrating what he calls an “intercultural awakening” where they develop the 
ability to appreciate and accept the strangeness of a cultural other. Rather than maintaining 
cultural borders, this “intercultural awakening” requires border crossings to construct new 
spaces as meeting points, characterised by more fluid relationships where difference enacts 
its enriching potential to create new and dynamic intercultural dialogue that generates and 
negotiates new identity positions (Kostogriz & Tsolidis 2008). Such an awakening is also a 
realisation of common ground of otherness within the self, and what Kristeva (1991) 
describes as in-between-ness, a concept that will be expanded upon in this chapter. 
  
Recognition of otherness within the self is also consistent with Bakhtin’s notion of alterity. 
Richard’s references to nuanced and obscure aspects of Australian culture are the types of 
aspects that students initially see as strangeness of a cultural other. However, with 
heightened self-reflexivity and an increased awareness of self at a dialogic intra-personal 
level, students come to recognise subtle qualities of the self in otherness. Richard refers to 
subtle or obscure traits of Australian culture that students are previously unaware of. Part 
of what he refers to as an ‘intercultural awakening’ is developing an ability to see one’s 
self through the eyes of the other. This is what Bakhtin calls outsidedness, an issue I 
explore in more detail.   
 
9.4.4 A Pedagogic Performativity  
Exercising self-reflexivity is a challenging if not confronting experience. It involves 
developing an understanding of otherness and necessarily comparing one’s self with that of 
otherness. This is a common experience in the contemporary language learning classroom. 
L2 teaching typically demands its students engage in critical analysis of intercultural 
dialogism at a collective level, between the target culture and the students’ own 
background culture(s). However, learners are also commonly required to engage in critical 
self-analysis at an intra-personal dialogic level. The process and results of such self-
reflexive analysis are expected to be performed in discussion, often in the target language. 
This is a challenging environment to operate in, where one has to perform in the target 
language to handle what are complex issues to do with one’s very essence of being, 
attitudes, opinions, ideologies and even religious beliefs. Students may feel that they have 
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to present their inner selves in the public forum of a classroom setting where they are then 
questioned and potentially scrutinised.     
 
The intense and confronting nature of language learning is raised by Margaret, when asked 
about students’ emotional investment in language learning: 
It’s something you’ve got to use. It’s easy to be a passive learner of Asian studies and you 
can learn a lot of facts and you can learn – you can even engage with it but you don’t have 
to perform it, and I guess that’s the thing. There’s no point being a passive learner of a 
language and we won’t let you be a passive learner of a language so you’ve got to perform 
it and when you’re performing it – as a tool of communication – what you’ve got to 
perform is yourself and it’s probably the reason that people drop out of language learning – 
not only because it’s hard, but because you do have to put yourself out there…. You get to 
know your students very well – much more than other disciplines. 
This dimension of performativity that Margaret refers to is a familiar one in language 
teaching at university level. In performing the target language, learners are challenged to 
perform cultural acts, as they express themselves whilst negotiating a plethora of issues 
related to otherness. The expectation is that learners do not merely mimic the other, but 
they consider and engage in a range of alternative positions that relate to particular issues. 
In doing so, they negotiate between alternative positions or points of view and become able 
to shape new identity positions. Such dialogic interaction operating at both an inter-
personal and intra-personal level contributes to thirding during interaction between self and 
other. As a lecturer of Indonesian language, Margaret recognises the challenging if not 
confronting dimensions of language learning as a likely cause for some students to drop 
out of language classes.  
 
The classroom may be viewed as a contrived setting for language use where the use of 
‘natural’ language is somewhat at odds with the classroom dynamics that involve power 
differentials between teacher and learners, between native speakers, background speakers, 
non-native speakers, and so on. In aiming to develop listening and speaking skills in L2 
learners, language educators challenge students to use the target language in self-
expression to articulate who they are, how they see the cultural other, and to explore who 
the individual learner wishes to become. I concur with Margaret that effective language 
teachers typically know their students better than in other subject areas. Whilst this may in 
part have something to do with smaller class sizes for the L2 context in Australia, it is also 
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due to engaging interactional language teaching that requires students to be highly 
interactive and in the process of discussing otherness, necessarily talk about themselves.     
  
9.4.5 Communities of Practice 
If language learners have a greater level of performativity in class, it makes sense that they 
may also have a greater personal investment in their learning, to the point where they 
initiate extra-curricular activities with their peers. I often witness language learners 
demonstrate great emotional investment, commitment and passion towards their L2 
learning, especially during and after an in-country experience. A growing area of research 
interest relating to language learners’ intercultural engagement is the role of technology 
and social media, such as Facebook. The use of technology arises in the data of this 
research as a way for students to maintain intercultural engagement with friends, after an 
in-country study experience. What remains unclear is the extent to which students without 
an in-country study experience engage the language and culture in ways that may not be 
immediately apparent.   
 
The third lecturer interviewed for this study, Brian, describes below how he observes his 
students develop extra-curricular activities, in a manner that is consistent with what 
Wenger (1998) described as a Community of Practice:  
I do get the sense that the students who are studying Indonesian form a relatively close 
cohort, in a way that they might not in their studies in history or politics or things like that 
and you end up getting students from diverse other backgrounds sometimes – you know 
students from whether they’re Arts students or students from Economics or even 
Engineering or something, studying Indonesian, they do tend to become good friends – I 
see them together doing stuff – they talk about doing stuff outside class and stuff – 
especially if they’ve been doing it for a couple of years there is that sense of cohort, 
friendship around that experience that I don’t think they’re necessarily getting elsewhere. 
And in that sense, I think it’s because they’re learning the language that happens and then 
if they’re doing some of these other subjects about Indonesia that further augments that 
rather than being something that’s really different, although I think their experiences being 
in the language class and the other subjects are very different in that maybe they’re putting 
more of themselves into it. It is a much more personal thing because they’re having to 
interact and they will have to be there in a language class and teachers are forcing them to 
be there. Whereas unlike in a lecture where they can’t sit in the back and ignore things, or 
whatever. 
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Brian suggests that students who learn Indonesian imagine a common bond as language 
learners, or as language users, that lead them to interact in a unique way. The use of 
imagination in terms of how people relate, in order to form common bonds, is consistent 
with the notion of imagined communities as outlined by Anderson (1991). Brian suggests 
that, as language learners, students are more personally engaged in their L2 learning 
experience, as it requires a higher level of engagement and interaction, than other fields of 
study. Wenger (1998) describes that belonging to a group can be achieved through three 
modes, they are, engagement, imagination and alignment. As a mode of belonging, 
Wenger suggests that imagination is a creative process to enable new possibilities of how 
one understands and relates to the world, in a way that extends beyond the immediate 
experience of engagement. For a cohort of students learning the same language, the 
common bond may be how they imagine Indonesian culture and themselves as intercultural 
speakers. However, imagination alone does not necessarily bring about action. Action 
represents the next step of alignment where members of a cohort take some form of action 
in order to participate in some type of group activity or community (Norton & Toohey 
2001; Wenger 1998).    
    
The community of practice, as noted above, is likely to come about from a relatively high 
personal investment from learners in the pursuit of language learning and associated 
activities. Some student participants in this research who had never undertaken formal 
study in Indonesia had however frequently holidayed in Indonesia. They report a feeling of 
being drawn to Indonesia, an interest for most of them which originated from learning the 
language in Australia. Another possible driving force for this community of practice is the 
interactive nature and experiential dimension of language learning. All three lecturer 
participants express strong convictions that language classes are far more engaging than 
other classes and that language classes have a high level of social interaction that often 
challenges students. It seems that Brian’s statement above, about language teaching staff 
forcing students to attend, is not intended in the literal sense, but refers to the requirement 
for students to interact in language classes, that is, being compelled to respond to the call 
of the other.  
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9.5 In-Country Experience 
 
Two of the three lecturer participants in this research were involved in in-country study 
programs in Indonesia at the time of interview. All three lecturers regularly taught students 
who travelled to Indonesia for the purposes of tourism and for in-country study. These 
lecturers are unanimous in the view that an in-country experience is significant and 
specifically identify an in-country study experience as being richer and having a far more 
profound transformative effect on students, as opposed to merely visiting the country as a 
tourist or traveller. This view, common to each of these lecturers, is also consistent with 
the data of student participants, pointing to a richer, more intense and a generatively more 
insightful experience from in-country study.    
 
When asking about the most significant positive influence on students’ intercultural 
understanding, Brian who was not directly involved in in-country study programs, replies: 
I guess it would be actually going to Indonesia ... the kind of experience they get not just 
by travelling to Indonesia but by actually living there and engaging through Indonesian 
society through study or work or something probably has the clearest impact… it’s the 
interaction with people in sort of daily contexts and so you really see what people’s lives 
are like …. how to live within those sorts of contexts, I think that that’s what brings about 
those sorts of changes in the way students use the language and interact and then hopefully 
– or I think it does give them a more sophisticated way of viewing and analysing things. 
Brian suggests that time spent in Indonesia is useful but that merely visiting or travelling 
in Indonesia positions learners more as observers, whereas studying in Indonesia provides 
a richer level of interactional experience. It is a deeper level of social engagement that he 
suggests yields a more profound transformative effect: 
… if you’re just travelling through Indonesia as a tourist, even if you’re a traveller rather 
than a tourist -or whatever people want to describe themselves – nonetheless you are still 
just observing and not really having that kind type of life experience… 
 
9.5.1 The Transformative Interactional Experience 
In describing Dewey’s moral imagination, You and Rud (2010) outline two basic traits. 
They are, firstly the central role of imagination and emotion in the process of formulating 
moral judgements, and secondly an open-ended and inherently autonomous approach to 
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moral learning that allows, and in fact compels, students to test moral theories. Earlier 
discussion in Chapter 5 establishes that imagination is used by learners in attempts to 
predict aspects of otherness that may emerge in future social encounters. This is consistent 
with Dewey’s concepts of moral imagination and experiential learning that involves 
cumulative learning over time. Emotion is also established in Chapter 8 as influencing 
participants’ moral judgements and responses in intercultural interaction.                
 
The open-ended approach to experiential learning outlined by Dewey is a strong feature of 
the in-country language programs from which student participants for this research were 
drawn. During in-country study, students experienced a great deal of social interaction, 
including dealings that may seem incidental in nature, yet which were for very practical 
purposes and involved a wide range of people, such as taxi drivers, shop staff and people in 
their neighbourhood. There were also many opportunities for extended and in-depth 
interactions with teaching staff and local university students who had become their friends.  
 
The Indonesian in-country study programs expose students to meet and interact with 
people in a broad range of social contexts. In this sense, participating Australian students 
are compelled to interact with the cultural other and to encounter the infinite nature of 
otherness through the unpredictability of the social event. Despite attempts to predict 
future interactions, by intellectually drawing from the cumulative effects of experiential 
learning, the infinite and unpredictable potential of social interaction, as an event, means 
that students are ‘tested’ in the moment, within the situated context of the event, and that 
their response and identity are shaped during interaction with and through a cultural other. 
This is the very essence of experiential learning. It is also affective learning where the 
cognitive is inseparably linked to the emotional response of the self, which must occur 
spontaneously in response to the event of the moment. Thoughts and feelings cannot be 
separated and emotion helps link and consolidate ideas (You & Rud 2010).  
 
Brian reports that students themselves describe going to Indonesia as being a 
transformative experience and he sees the benefits for students as improving language 
skills and gaining an appreciation of nuances of culture and society. He suggests that 
students are able to do this by meeting Indonesians in Indonesia and being able to 
experience a diversity of phenomena and ideas. Exposure to a variety of ideas and 
phenomena through social interaction, as an effective way of ‘becoming intercultural’, is 
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consistent with the notion that cultural knowledge involves not merely knowing about a 
culture but is also about engagement with a culture (Liddicoat & Kohler 2012). The 
transformative effects resulting from Australian students’ engagement with Indonesians in 
Indonesia is also consistent with a post-structural view of culture as being socially 
constructed, where both knowledge and experience are socially created (Lee 2011).   
 
Margaret, a lecturer involved with in-country programs, is of the view that the in-country 
study experience always has a transformative effect on students: 
It’s just always transformative… I cannot think of a student who hasn’t come out of that in-
country experience without being transformed and I think always positively transformed … 
It’s just the most valuable experience. 
There is a compelling case that in-country study is a rich and meaningful experience for 
students and that the key feature is the heightened quality and quantity of social 
interaction. At this point, it is fitting to delve deeper into the nature of interaction 
experienced during in-country study and explore what sets it apart from other experiences 
that language learners engage in, namely classroom language learning and visiting the 
country where the target language is used as a tourist.     
 
9.5.2 Otherness and Self-Reflexivity 
The transformative effects of self-reflection that arise from an in-country study experience 
are articulated by Hopkins (1999) who, in the context of study abroad programs in the US, 
notes:   
When students go abroad, they inevitably find themselves looking inward as well as outward, 
reconciling their views of themselves and their cultural assumptions with the new cultural context. 
Such self and other examination forms an entirely different sense of experiential learning of the 
most intimate sort, and often leads to dramatic self-development. This intense reflection is a 
special feature of experiential learning for study abroad… (Hopkins 1999:36) 
 
In discussing what it is about the in-country program that is influential, Margaret responds 
with an example: 
It’s really funny – one of the young guys, who was there last year made this comment – 
everything I hate about Indonesia I love. And I just love that comment because I feel the 
same actually but I think even though it sounds a bit glib and a bit weird and a bit funny I 
know exactly what he meant. What he’s saying is the things I thought I hated about 
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Indonesia I can now see differently and I can laugh about them or I can even feel 
affectionate about them and when the plumbing doesn’t work you can sort of be 
philosophical. You can sum it up by that - that you go with these things that you think you 
hate – you discover these things that you think you hate and then feel quite differently 
about them and it works the other way as well though. 
 
As discussed in section 6.7, Kristeva (1991) describes a love/hatred for the other where 
foreign traits of otherness are evident within our own psyche. In this way, strange traits of 
the other are recognized, rather than remaining unnoticed. Kristeva suggests that we 
recognise strangeness, not because it is entirely new to us, but that we recognise it because 
we have encountered it before, and because it is within the self, but has been repressed. 
Thus, loathing the other is linked to self-loathing. Kristeva identifies the unconscious self 
as already having been shaped by the other, as is consistent with Bakhtin’s dialogism 
(Bakhtin 1981; Holquist 2002) and the notion of alterity (Kostogriz 2005; Kostogriz 2009). 
Similarly, Wenger (1998) notes that identity is shaped not only by what one is, but by what 
one is not. Since identity is shaped through social interaction in the spontaneous moment, it 
is possible that identity can be more strongly shaped by what one is not, rather than what 
one is.  
 
Alternating between cultural binaries is related to Kristeva’s suggestion of the 
contradiction where an individual represses or rejects otherness, yet simultaneously 
identifies with it. It is this inner tension that enables the self to alternately align with 
opposed positions, yet such alternation and shifting between positions may not be an easy, 
neat or comfortable process. Ultimately, the self may have little conscious control over 
which binary position it adopts, as it occurs spontaneously in the momentary event, and 
may be shaped by affective and emotional influences. By aligning with elements of the 
other, one may feel displaced in one’s own background socio-cultural environment, yet at 
the same time not completely assimilated or accepted into the culture of the other. In this 
way, encountering otherness is viewed as leading to the notion of being a stranger to one’s 
self.  
Confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with whom at the same time I identify, I lose my 
boundaries, I no longer have a container, the memory of experiences when I had been abandoned 
overwhelm me, I lose my composure. I feel “lost,” “Indistinct,” “hazy.” The uncanny strangeness 
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allows for many variations: they all repeat the difficulty I have in situating myself with respect to 
the other…(Kristeva 1991:187) 
 
A sense of displacement was expressed by all student participants in this study, to varying 
degrees, but was particularly evident in the two students who had spent longer study 
periods of one year in Indonesia. Students who studied in-country were interviewed twice 
for this research, first in Indonesia during their in-country study experience and again in a 
follow-up interview approximately one semester after their return to Australia. It is the 
follow up interview back in Australian that offers greater insights into the transformative 
effects of students’ in-country experience, after they had been back in Australia for some 
time and had time to reflect on their experiences of living in another cultural environment. 
The concept of going outside the relative comfort of one’s own cultural borders connects 
with Bakhtin’s concept of outsidedness, which he sees as enabling dialogue and assisting 
in the acquisition of a profound understanding of culture (Morson & Emerson 1990). This 
is an important point that I return to in more depth later in this chapter.     
           
Recognising that experiences of social interaction are unique to an in-country study 
experience, the three lecturer participants all feel that the quality or nature of interaction 
with Indonesians in Indonesia cannot be replicated with Indonesians in Australia. This is 
consistent with Bakhtinian thinking where every social encounter is seen as a unique event 
that is unrepeatable (Morson & Emerson 1990: Raggatt 2006). Earlier discussion 
establishes that the socio-cultural context of the event has an influence on interlocutors and 
on the quality of interaction.  
 
Margaret emphasises the diverse yet in-depth experiences of social interaction in Indonesia 
as being the key to transformative effects on Australian learners of Indonesian:   
It’s interaction with people – I think that’s an absolute clear thing - you know, in the end it 
doesn’t matter that you’re in a home stay where the roof leaks and you have to share the 
bathroom and you get woken up by the mosque and the dogs barking – in the end that 
doesn’t matter – it’s the people you’re living with and that is absolutely the thing that they 
come away with these wonderful friendships and so through that – if you’re living with 
someone you get to understand that the things that you thought were exotic are probably 
not as exotic as you thought they were – the things that you thought were scary like, you 
know, praying 5 times a day you realise are not scary and the things that you thought were 
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dangerous are not dangerous – you know it probably works the other way as well but it’s 
interaction with people and interaction with people in their own environment; so it can’t 
even be replicated, I don’t think, by extended interaction with Indonesians in Australia – 
that is important but it is a completely different sort of experience, I think. 
Margaret identifies the change in students’ perceptions as being when the weirdness and 
unusualness of otherness becomes familiar. When the exotic is no longer regarded as 
exotic, when the scary is no longer perceived as scary and when the dangerous is no longer 
seen as dangerous. This transformation takes place as a result of engagement, from 
experiencing otherness, from sustained encounters with that which is perceived to be 
unusual and different. The results of experiencing otherness in this context mean that 
learners come to recognise otherness not merely as something foreign, but they develop a 
deeper understanding and appreciation of the other, through which they gain glimpses of 
the self. They come to see otherness as something that they can relate to, engage with and 
embrace, where otherness more clearly becomes part of their own self.     
 
The process of Bakhtinian dialogism is at work as learners’ intercultural experiences lead 
them to exposure to an even greater polyphony of voices, which they are compelled to 
reflect upon as a demand of the other. Margaret explains how students’ language learning 
experiences have led them to question their own culture: 
I’ve heard the rather glib comments, you know like we don’t have any culture in 
Australia... I’ve had people talk about the intensity of personal relationships in Indonesia 
being so much stronger and thinking that was a good example of how we should conduct 
our family arrangements.  I’ve had them, about how they feel most Indonesians, whatever 
religion they happen to be, incorporate religion into their daily life so it’s a way of life 
rather than an add on and that would be a good example of how we could live and then of 
course there’s the one about living with very little material assets but finding happiness in, 
mainly in relationships with family... 
 
9.5.3 A Three-Dimensional View 
Margaret refers to an in-country study experience as rounding out a three-dimensional 
view of otherness. She recognises the potential to learn from others second-hand, and the 
important role of imagination, but sees the in-country experience as making learning more 
complete. She describes students’ in-country study experience in the following way: 
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For the most part …. they come away with very, very positive outlooks… I think they 
come away with a three dimensional view instead of just things they’ve heard about by 
proxy. It’s all vicarious imagining about it and now they’ve walked the streets, they’ve 
smelt the smells, they’ve bought the food in the market, they’ve met - they’ve really 
spoken Indonesian with dozens of Indonesians, so absolutely, it fleshes it out. 
 
The three dimensional view that Margaret refers to strikes a chord with earlier discussion 
of Wenger’s (1998) notion of Community of Practice, involving the three steps of 
engagement, imagination and alignment. Margaret identifies an in-country study 
experience as enabling learners to progress from the imagination stage to that of alignment. 
As she notes earlier, engagement is what can more readily occur in the generic classroom 
setting, but in the language classroom, learners are challenged to extend beyond mere 
engagement to performances of the self through language.         
 
Richard, who is also involved with in-country study programs, emphasises the learning 
potential of the experience of time spent in Indonesia by relating the following anecdote 
from a previous in-country study program that he has been involved with:  
… I go to Muslim pesantren35s …. and we are received well – I remember the principal of 
the pesantren …. saying to me and all our students the year before last – we do not have 
bomb making on the curriculum here – got a sense of humour -Indonesians are human 
beings like you and me – you find that out not by book learning -you only find that out by 
mixing with Indonesians… 
What Richard is emphasising is consistent with Dewey’s notion that experiential learning 
is socially constructed. The above quote shows the type of social encounter that can help 
break the negative stereotypes associated with pesantren as places of radical Muslim 
extremists, and at the same time demonstrate a sense of humour, which is strongly 




                                                 
35 Pesantren are Islamic boarding schools in Indonesia. There have been negative perceptions about pesantren 
after a small number of pesantren were linked with radical teachings and terrorism. A notable example is a 
pesantren in Ngruki from which its alumni were involved in the bombings in Bali’s tourist district in 2002.      




As a Bakhtinian notion associated with dialogism, outsidedness enables one to see the 
collective or individual self from the outside, as others do (Bakhtin 1981; Holquist 2002). 
This is a productive process enabling the self to consider alternative voices in order to 
dynamically interact with the other, which can lead to the generation of new spaces of 
identity positions. By enacting outsidedness within one’s consciousness, student 
participants in this research were enabled to decentre and reflect on their self, as outlined 
in Chapters 5-7. Outsidedness is particularly evident in the data of this research with 
student participants after an in-country study experience. They tended to be more self-
critically reflexive, separating their individual self from the collective self and, in certain 
respects, more closely aligning their individual self with the cultural other. This was 
particularly evident in their follow interviews after returning to Australia and is consistent 
with Kristeva’s thinking:     
On the one hand it is pleasant and interesting to leave one’s homeland in order to enter other 
climes, mentalities, and governments; but on the other hand and particularly, this move is 
undertaken only to return to oneself and one’s home, to judge or laugh at one’s limitations, 
peculiarities, mental and political despotisms. (Kristeva 1991: 133) 
Kristeva describes a process of reconciling one’s self with otherness as a journey into the 
strangeness of the self and of the other. She describes this as being “toward an ethic of 
respect for the irreconcilable” (Kristeva 1991:182) whereby one can only tolerate the 
foreigner if one can tolerate one’s self.    
 
Kristeva (1991) addresses the dynamics of a ‘polymorphic’ culture and suggests that in the 
context of living together people are required to take into account otherness within the self. 
She suggests that a culture does not merely assimilate otherness but that it dissolves the 
clear boundaries between self and others, leading one to a space of in-between-ness, or 
third spaces as discussed in Chapter 7. However, Kristeva recognises that this does not 
always occur and that individuals can dogmatically restore their distinctive identity 
positions by rejecting others. This is consistent with findings in Chapters 5 and 6 where 
student participants are found to alternate between dialectically binary opposed identity 
positions, consistent with a love/hate relationship with Indonesia.       
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Kristeva’s (1991) concept of in-between-ness is a dynamic space where one operates 
between two cultures, whereby each culture is represented by binary opposed positions. 
Being in such an in-between space means that one may selectively identify with particular 
aspects of a cultural other, while simultaneously rejecting certain aspects. In-between-ness 
is inherently an unfinalizable position that is formatively created. It is also a position of 
ambivalence and potential tension, at inter-personal and intra-personal levels, that may put 
the self at odds with the individual or collective other, of either one’s own cultural group or 
that of the cultural other.  
 
Richard describes a student who experiences a sense of displacement after an in-country 
study experience, when upon returning to Australia she is critical of her own culture: 
She said walking down a supermarket isle in Australia freaked her out when she realised 
she had something like half a million dollars of dog and cat food surrounding her and she’d 
just come from seeing such desperate poverty in the outskirts of Yogyakarta… but that’s a 
good thing to me. It’s just the world we live in, and there may be some Australians who say 
I don’t want my children exposed to that, but it seems to me this is the world we live in and 
we are responsible for the world we live in and it’s good to know about it.    
When Richard’s student saw pet food in an Australian supermarket after returning from 
Indonesia, she was experiencing outsidedness in looking at a common sight in a way that 
she never before had. It is this outside perspective that disturbs her. In response to people 
not wanting to experience that kind of inner disturbance, Richard raises an issue of ethics 
by acknowledging that “we are responsible for the world we live in” and implies it is only 
possible to be responsible by engaging with the other. To ignore the other is, in a sense, to 
deny the existence of otherness. Richard’s anecdote shows that engaging the other can be 
disturbing as the self is challenged in how to respond. He suggests that people avoid 
engagement with the other so that they do not have to face uncomfortable realities. 
Bakhtin’s dialogism has much to offer with central tenets being an ethics of answerability 
and a respect for otherness (Holquist 2002; Krasner 2004; Morson & Emerson 1990). 
Bakhtinian dialogism offers valuable insight into responsibility and ethics and will inform 
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9.7 Transformative Dialogism 
 
Discussion thus far covers how engagement with a cultural other can lead to repression and 
assimilation of otherness. Repression of otherness can also operate as repression of those 
same elements within the self. Assimilation can work in two ways: demanding the other to 
assimilate to the self or where the self assimilates to otherness. How this operates is likely 
to depend on power relations between interlocutors and the dominant socio-cultural 
environment that prevails in the given contextual setting. In examples from Chapter 8, Jan 
reports making efforts to assimilate to the call of the other, by wearing certain clothes in 
Indonesia. By contrast, Anita represses the other by refusing to respond, when called out to 
on the street by people in her neighbourhood, as well as by ending discussion when friends 
raise topics that she does not feel comfortable talking about. These assimilative and 
repressive responses are acts made in certain circumstances that indicate temporary shifts 
in position.     
  
It is suggested that adopting a position that enacts assimilation or repression is “ethically 
bankrupt” (Brandist 2002:48). To overcome the phenomena of repression and assimilation, 
Kristeva suggests the in-between-ness of cosmopolitanism and calls us to respect and 
welcome the stranger within us through an “ethic of respect for the irreconcilable” 
(Kristeva 1991:182). To act ethically and to overcome the extreme binary practices of 
repressing and assimilating difference that is perceived in otherness, Bakhtin suggests the 
need to maintain one’s own unique place, yet at the same time to co-experience otherness 
(Brandist 2002). Bakhtin advocates dialogue where two entities retain their original or 
unique identities while interacting on the basis that the other and self are equal yet different 
(Todorov 1984): “Sympathy allows us to see that the other is of equal value to the ‘I’, 
existing as genuinely and as truly as the ‘I’. Through sympathy, the value of other people 
as such is given” (Bradist 2002:48). 
  
Bahktin views empathy or identification as having a transitory or preparatory role 
(Todorov 1984) where empathy or ‘co-feeling’ only has an ethical significance where one 
subsequently returns to the unique position of the self, in order to holistically shape 
perception of the event. However, it is outsidedness that makes the interactive event 
productive (Brandist 2002). Bakhtin’s concept of outsidedness is a necessary requirement 
C H A P T E R  N I N E  
 234
to acquire what he calls a ‘surplus of vision’ that recognises the significance of the other 
for the self in terms of learning: “An excess of seeing through the eyes of the Other 
contributes to the recognition of my limitations, particularly the limits of my own 
worldview” (Kostogriz 2009:145). 
     
As Krasner (2004) notes, Bakhtinian dialogics involves addressing the self and answering 
or responding to the other, and places the presence of meaning outside of the subject’s 
consciousness. Bakhtin emphasises intertextuality, context and linguistic hybridity where 
meaning occurs in the event of social interaction. Examples of linguistic hybridity from the 
data of this research include code switching and linguistic syncretism, as outlined in 
Chapter 7. This differs from dialectics that emphasises individualism, pre-conceived 
notions and the maintenance of borders that involve inner conflict. It is the dialogic 
outsidedness of participating in third space events, also referred to as the practice of 
thirding (Kostogriz 2002), that offers transformative potential: “Outsidedness – a space 
between self and the Other – is for Bakhtin the only location where a genuine dialogue 
between differences can take place and, in turn, where new transcultural meanings can be 
created” (Kostogriz & Tsolidis 2008:133). 
 
Bakhtin recognises that empathy and engaging in third spaces, outside of the self, is vital in 
order to perceive and feel what the other perceives and feels. However, merely 
participating in a third space lacks transformative potency. One must subsequently leave 
the third space and return to the position of the self, away from the other, in order to shape 
and perceive the other and one’s self in a holistic manner. This can be seen to have been 
experienced by students in this research who studied in Indonesia, who in their follow up 
interview in Australia demonstrate heightened reflexivity and an ability to look at things in 
a more balanced way from different perspectives.    
    
Dialogue is recognised as having transformative potential (Fitts 2009; Gutierrez, 
Baquedano-Lopez & Tejeda 1999). More specifically, it is dialogic contact with the other 
that offers transformative potential (Kostogriz 2009). The three lecturer participants in this 
research are unanimously, yet independently, of the opinion that their students demonstrate 
transformation as a result of their intercultural engagement, and that this is especially 
evident in students who undertake in-country study in Indonesia. Such a transformation is 
also evident in the research data of student participants, where students demonstrate 
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ambivalence for both self and other, an enhanced critical perspective on their own cultural 
background, and an enhanced appreciation of the other that enables them to see similarities 
and common ground between the self and other. These transformative effects result from a 
breadth and depth of intercultural third space encounters during their time in Indonesia.  
 
9.8 The Ethics of Experiential Thirding 
 
Consistent with Dewey’s experiential learning, the data of this research suggests a 
cumulative effect of third space encounters whereby students who have a longer duration 
of in-country experience tend to undergo a more profound transformation. This is 
consistent with the findings of Keenan and Miehls (2008) who suggest there is longer term 
transformative potential of engaging in intercultural third spaces: “We also suggest that 
repeated third space experiences and re-examinations of one’s subjectivity can result in 
psychological development over time” (Keenan & Miehls 2008:166). As a form of 
experiential learning, the cumulative exposure to intercultural social interaction during in-
country study is likely to have a transformative effect on students and better equip them to 
engage in the practice of thirding.  
 
In relation to thirding, Kramsch (2009b) notes ‘firstness’ as the mode in which reality is 
spontaneously comprehended in the moment, ‘secondness’ being the mode in which one 
reacts with the input of information to interact with others and ‘thirdness’ as a relational 
disposition involving the process of interaction. She suggests thirding is developed over 
time and enables the self to see links and continuity between events in order to identify 
patterns that enable one to form generalisations. Kramsch suggests these three modes co-
exist and operate simultaneously but that it is only thirding that enables one to make 
meaning out of firstness and secondness and to develop identity positions and a sense of 
permanence. The importance of thirding as a relational process involves critical thinking 
and the dialogic consideration of alternative cultural voices. This is perhaps most evident 
in face-to-face social interaction where competing voices are heard and responses formed 
spontaneously, in the immediacy of the moment. The language classroom is one such 
setting where experiential thirding can operate. 
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In proposing a third space pedagogy of literacy, Kostogriz (2002) suggests the classroom 
as a collective space of multiple voices, where minority and migrant students bring 
different interpretations of texts. This is not a harmonious process, as Kostogriz suggests 
the aim is not to find common ground or to seek resolutions, but to participate in a space 
where multiple voices are heard, where contradictions emerge and where students learn to 
cope with contradictions and ambivalence. This is what he refers to as thirding.    
          
The transformative potential of experiential thirding manifests itself in student participants 
in this research who demonstrate a shift in mindset from that of maintaining cultural 
boundaries to one of boundary crossing. Such a shift in mindset can be unsettling and 
confronting for the individual who experiences a sense of displacement upon returning to 
their ‘home culture’ where they encounter boundary maintenance. Student participants in 
this study were aware that they had become more critical of their own culture and 
community since returning to Australia where they felt confronted by a mindset of 
dogmatic closure and boundary maintenance. While such transformation can be unsettling, 
leaving one feeling no longer belonging in one’s community, and with a mindset of 
‘unfinalizability’, it is also inspiringly productive as demonstrated by more fluid relations 
with other people and the ability to construct new spaces of interaction. Some participants 
reported being more open to otherness, which they demonstrated through a more 
welcoming attitude towards foreign others who they encounter in Australia, as well as 
through greater self-reflexivity, at both an individual and collective level.  
 
Participants demonstrate thirding, as described by Kostogriz and Tsolidis (2008), through 
the ability to transcend dualisms of a closed and finalizable ‘either/or scenario’ towards an 
openness to an unfinalizable both self and/or other(s) and through what Lefebvre (1991) 
describes as hybridity. Hybridity is recognised as a generative and transformative place of 
interculturality (Bakhtin 1981) involving  deliberate border crossings (Bhabha 1994; House 
2008) that enable language learners to become what House (2008) and Kramsch (2009a) 
refer to as ‘intercultural speakers’. Hybridization is recognised as being productive for 
cultural creativity (Kostogriz 2005).  
 
Throughout this discussion of intercultural contact, the common underlying thread is 
Bakhtinian dialogism: “Bakhtin’s dialogics is an ethics of answerability and a respect for 
Otherness” (Krasner 2004:17). Dialogical ethics is not merely about the immediacy of 
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responding to another person face-to-face; it also takes into account abstract dimensions of 
otherness that may present in subtle and nuanced ways in the form of what one recognises 
as being culture. As is evident in the data of this research, L2 learners’ engagement with 
the other in transformative intercultural encounters enables them to recognise the other not 
only as representing a communal or collective other, but also as an individual other. 
Student participants also recognise the possibilities for the individual other to act outside 
the communal other, as well as their own ability of the self to join the individual other in 
creating unique, infinite and unfinalizable third spaces. This is how the self can ethically 
respond to the other. To abstain from such a third space is to refuse to answer the call of 
the other and is to deny and repress the other.  
 
The call to respond to the infinite other does not merely refer to the other we face in the 
immediate moment, but extends to the unseen other, including echoes of the past and 
future, which must also be taken into account. Levinas refers to the self as being hostage to 
the other, as we are commanded to respond to an ethical call by the other (Arnett 2012). 
The transformation in students that lecturer participants refer to is also demonstrated by 
students themselves, as they develop the capacity to respond to otherness, not by 
assimilating to or by repressing the other, but in a way that values the other whilst not 
denying the self. This can only be done ethically by placing a value on the other that is 
equal to that of the self. Dialogic acts of thirding where both self and other are afforded a 
voice, provide the transformational stepping stones for language learners to become 




In this chapter I draw from Kristeva’s (1991) work to show how students in this research 
respond to the other in an assimilative and repressive manner, and how this can be 
overcome by responding to the other in a dialogic manner. By engaging dialogism, an 
ethical response is made possible (Kristeva 1991) to enact the practice of thirding 
(Kostogriz 2002; Kostogriz & Tsolidis 2008). Intercultural thirding enacts what Kristeva 
(1991) refers to as in-between-ness, which is a generative space for transformative 
relations between self and other. The in-between-ness of interculturality is achieved 
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through dialogism (Bakhtin 1981) and is evident in the research data by acts of linguistic 
hybridity of code switching and linguistic syncretism.    
 
In drawing from data of lecturer participants, this chapter provides insights into how 
language educators can mediate students’ acquisition of knowledge of the other, by 
actively modelling the practice of thirding and enacting a dialogical approach in 
discussion. In this chapter, I link Dewey’s notion of experiential learning with the practice 
of thirding to create the term experiential thirding. This is a logical fusion of ideas, as the 
practice of thirding and Dewey’s experiential learning are both consistent with Bakhtinian 
dialogism, where interaction between self and other are central to both thirding and 
experiential learning. In the following final chapter of this thesis, I advance the notion of 
experiential thirding to propose a pedagogical approach that applies experiential thirding to 
the context of L2 teaching and learning.
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Chapter 10 




In the previous chapter, I propose the concept of experiential thirding as a desirable result 
of dialogic interaction used to engage otherness. The transformative potential of 
experiential thirding is grounded in dialogic processes associated with self-reflexivity and 
outsidedness, where the self is compelled to respond to the call of the other, as an act of 
respect.  
 
In this chapter, I propose a pedagogical approach of experiential thirding for university 
students as L2 learners. This approach incorporates four key dimensions, which are: 
linguistic, intellectual, spatial and affective. In outlining this approach, I draw from the 
Australian Government’s recent Australia in the Asian Century White Paper to incorporate 
the concept of ‘Asia-relevant capabilities’ and to consider what this research can contribute 
to objectives outlined in the White Paper. In applying this pedagogical approach of 
experiential thirding to the notion of Asia-relevant capabilities, I refer to the Capability 
Approach, a theoretical framework proposed by Nussbaum and Sen (1993), Nussbaum 
(2003, 2006) and Sen (2009). Although this approach is conceptualised in terms of 
Indonesian L2 acquisition in Australian universities, its implications also hold pedagogical 
relevance for other languages, if not other fields of study.    
     
10.2  Building Capabilities for the Asian Century 
 
As noted in Chapter 1, the term ‘Asian Century’ has emerged as a captivating notion in 
Australia. Its use can be largely attributed to the release of the Australian Commonwealth 
Government’s White Paper, entitled Australia in the Asian Century, in 2012. This White 
Paper emphasises the significant role Asia will play in shaping Australia’s future and 
argues that knowledge of Asian languages and cultures is instrumental to Australia’s 
international trade and relations. The term ‘Asian Century’ is readily used in the national 
media and the ‘Asian Century’ White Paper continues to generate great interest in the field 
of education in Australia.  
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This White Paper explicitly positions Australia’s future prosperity as dependent on 
Australians’ abilities to productively engage with, and in, Asian countries. It argues that 
economic benefits will be achieved by Australians being better-able to exploit business 
opportunities that emerge from Asian countries. Underpinning this logic are assumptions 
that Asian countries will experience more rapid economic growth as Australia’s economy 
slows. As part of this trend, the manufacturing sector in Australia is increasingly shrinking 
and manufacturing is effectively being moved offshore to Asian countries, where 
production costs are significantly lower. It is argued that to remain prosperous and 
economically competitive, Australia needs to engage with Asian countries more 
effectively.  
 
There are other assumptions also reflected in this White Paper as it frames the need to 
engage Asia primarily in terms of self-interest. It is assumed that Australia’s rightful place 
is a position of relative advantage that needs to be maintained through an economically 
competitive stance towards Asian countries. The White Paper reflects a mindset that seeks 
to economically exploit the potential offered by Asian countries. The implications of 
failing to maintain economic advantage elicits fears of the Asian collective other becoming 
more powerful than the Australian collective self. This logic is consistent with the legacy 
of a colonial mindset that positions the Australian nation and its people as superior to 
Asian countries and their people. It also assumes that this superiority rightfully needs to be 
maintained, which by implication ignores issues of equality with the other. An approach 
such as this leads to and justifies practices that are economically driven, yet which 
disregard equality and human rights, such as workers’ rights. Such practices can be seen to 
be unethical, by prioritising economics ahead of, and at the exclusion of, other 
considerations. Such an approach, which is based primarily on economic imperatives, 
reflects a practice of racial othering that legitimises exploitative practices and draws from 
historic fears in the Australian collective psyche toward Asians.  
 
It is somewhat surprising that such discourse attracts little or no criticism in the realms of 
public or political debate in Australia. Perhaps it demonstrates the power of self-interest 
that involves economic imperatives yet remains silent on other considerations. It may be a 
lack of willingness to recognise the sometimes subtle underlying assumptions that reveal 
the unpalatable exploitative effects that self-interest can exert on others. In any case, an 
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economic emphasis based on self-interest can have a dehumanising effect where the self 
objectifies the other as it seeks to exploit it. With economic imperatives so prevalent in 
public discourse, where the importance of the collective self is continually emphasised, 
alternative voices and considerations involving the other are effectively silenced. While 
welcoming the White Paper’s emphasis on language learning as an Asia-related capability, 
educators face a major pedagogical challenge in countering dominant exploitative 
discourses to employ practices that develop students’ abilities to ethically respond to the 
other. Wood and Deprez (2012) suggest that a reassessment of educational practices using 
Sen and Nussbaum’s Capability Approach can be a powerful way to counter dehumanising 
and disturbing past events, current realities and trends in education.  
 
In articulating a Capability Approach, Nussbaum and Sen (1993) describe capabilities in 
two ways: as the ability to do something valuable; and as the ability to reach a state of 
being that is of value. Both Sen and Nussbaum advocate the key features of a Capability 
Approach as focusing on human capabilities, agency and freedom. The capability to do 
something of value requires certain abilities and skills, or what Nussbaum and Sen (1993) 
refer to as functionings, but it also requires opportunities to have acquired those 
functionings. The Australia in the Asian Century White Paper recognises the need for 
greater opportunities to be offered to Australians in order to develop ‘Asia-relevant 
capabilities’. The White Paper acknowledges that access to opportunities is an issue of 
equity in stating that: “All Australians need the opportunity to develop broad-based Asia 
relevant capabilities” (Australian Government 2012:162).  
 
The White Paper sets ambitious objectives to provide opportunities for all Australian 
students to learn one of the four national priority Asian languages, noted in Chapter 1 as 
being Chinese, Hindi, Indonesian and Japanese. This White Paper posits “proficiency in 
more than one language” as “a basic skill of the 21st century” (Australian Government 
2012:170). Given significant shortages of qualified and well equipped teachers of these 
languages in Australia, how this objective can be attained remains unclear and its 
achievement seems unlikely in the foreseeable future. Many Australian schools currently 
do not offer a language program involving any of the four national priority Asian 
languages. Many schools offer other languages and it is quite common in Australian 
schools that language programs are either not offered at all or are taught by unqualified 
teachers who are teaching outside their area of expertise. The situation at universities is 
C H A P T E R  T E N  
 242
also limited, with only two Australian universities currently offering all four national 
priority Asian languages.36 The lack of educational opportunities to learn national priority 
Asian languages denies many Australian students choice, and as such removes agency. The 
absence of such educational opportunities can be viewed as a lack of freedom and therefore 
a lack of social justice (Nussbaum 2006; Sen 2009).  
 
Despite a lack of social justice, if educational opportunities cannot be provided, Nussbaum 
(2003) recognises that formulating a set of capabilities, such as the ‘Asia-relevant 
capabilities’, is useful to establish a set of justified demands that can be recognised as 
entitlements for individuals. In referring to an educational context, Wood and Deprez 
(2012) point out that the Capability Approach emphasises the individual student and 
recognises the individual’s aspirations and unique history. This approach provides greater 
recognition of what the individual student values and less emphasis on what the teacher 
values, or aspires for the student to value. In this way, agency of the individual is 
acknowledged, with an emphasis on individual choices of opportunities.  
 
However, the Capability Approach does not merely emphasise the individual but also 
recognises the responsibilities of the individual towards others.  
Despite this compelling emphasis on individuals, the CA [Capability Approach] also stresses 
community as crucial to human well-being. Sen emphasises, for instance, that we (all) have ethical 
obligations to each other, and his development work is aimed at making social groups increasingly 
focused on human flourishing. (Wood & Deprez 2012: 476) 
This theoretical basis of the Capability Approach involving the self as having a sense of 
obligation to respond ethically to the other is of profound interest to this study. Sen (2009) 
recognises the importance of how people act in social practices in engaging others as 
crucial to leading a worthy life. The notion of ‘Asia-relevant capabilities’ as proposed in 
the White Paper includes “adaptability, flexibility, resilience … and the confidence and 
readiness to interact with and operate in Asia” (Australian Government 2012:162). These 
capabilities all relate to social interaction and are applicable in all forms of interaction, 
whether intercultural or not. Such capabilities are likely to enhance one’s quality of life 
and potential to do acts of value, whether operating overseas or in one’s home community. 
                                                 
36 At the time of writing the only Australian universities to offer all four national priority Asian languages of 
Chinese, Hindi, Indonesian and Japanese are the Australian National University (ANU) and the University of 
Queensland (UQ).  
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Developing abilities of adaptability and flexibility resonate with a pedagogical approach 
that incorporates the practice of thirding, while developing confidence and preparedness to 
interact with the other is consistent with the experiential dimension of the pedagogical 
approach I propose in this chapter. Thirding is primarily about relationality with the other, 
and how dialogue between self and other has the potential to share alternative views, and to 
come to appreciate difference as equal.  
 
In this research, I propose that thirding is an ethical way of responding to the other, and 
locate thirding as a central functioning (Nussbaum and Sen 1993) of a pedagogical 
approach that builds Asia-relevant capabilities. Other key functionings that build Asia-
relevant capabilities include language proficiency and knowledge of cultural, historical, 
geographical, political and institutional aspects of the other country. While the White Paper 
treats the functionings that enable Asia-relevant capabilities as instrumental for economic 
prosperity, I see other exciting possibilities for the same functionings. For example, to be 
able to respond ethically to the other, for instance by being tolerant of difference, is a 
capability of value as it enables the individual to contribute to social cohesion. This 
capability can enable the individual to do valuable acts that enrich one’s own community. 
By being tolerant of difference, negative practices of othering such as racial stereotyping 
can be countered and even challenged. It is important in a multicultural country, such as 
Australia, that students learn to act and react ethically towards otherness. Acts of tolerance 
of difference that counter repressive practices of othering and are what Sen and Nussbaum 
regard as valuable acts that contribute to social cohesion and help enable others to flourish.        
 
10.3  Thirding in Language Education 
 
In demonstrating tolerance of difference, the practice of thirding, as outlined in Chapter 9, 
is an ethical response to otherness and is consistent with what the Capability Approach 
describes as a valuable act (Nussbaum & Sen 1993). Thirding needs to be recognised as a 
practice rather than as a ‘state of mind’, which risks implying a fixed state. The practice of 
thirding involves an ongoing process that has no fixed end point or closure (House 2008; 
Jackson 2010; Kramsch 2009a). It is about being and becoming, as the self dialogically 
engages with the other, and identity positions are spontaneously and actively created, 
negotiated and continuously reshaped. In line with post-structuralist thinking, identity 
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positions produced by thirding are temporary, dynamic and potentially volatile or fragile 
(Weedon 1997). Being temporary in nature as part of the interactional event, identity 
positions are easily ended or lost, and if revisited at some future point, are never the same 
again. They are necessarily reshaped and reformed continually, even by individuals when 
trying to recapture a past identity position.  
 
A pedagogy of thirding involves the language teacher strategically projecting 
representations of cultural otherness, sensitively modelling how learners grasp a cultural 
other, and astutely mediating how learners engage with and negotiate cultural otherness 
(Liddicoat & Kohler 2012). Such mediation enables students to perceive aspects of cultural 
otherness in new ways and to establish new identity positions during social interaction. 
Exposure to this type of language teaching is likely to make a developmental contribution 
to help students to become more open and accepting of difference and to act and interact in 
a more critical and self-reflexive manner.  
 
Lo Bianco (2009) suggests that language teachers often become representatives of, and 
advocates for, the target language culture, and sometimes even for its national community. 
He notes how language teachers necessarily mediate the target language culture for 
learners, a point also noted by Liddicoat and Kohler (2012). Maintaining an objective or 
balanced perspective is not always easy, nor practical, in the broader context of L2 
teaching and the workplace. For example, as outlined in Chapter 1, Indonesian teachers in 
Australia in the past decade, or so, have faced many negative public perceptions towards 
Indonesia as a result of events in Indonesia (Firdaus 2013; Hill 2012). Negative issues have 
been widely reported by the Australian press and have even been exploited politically by 
the Australian government, for the domestic audience (Firdaus 2013).  
 
The prolonged period of negative images of Indonesia coincides with a nation-wide decline 
of the popularity of Indonesian language study in schools (Kohler & Mahnken 2010) and 
in universities (Hill 2012). In such a difficult socio-political atmosphere, it is 
understandable that teachers and lecturers of Indonesian, who may feel that their jobs are 
under threat, advocate for the learning of Indonesian but also advocate and mediate for the 
Indonesian other, who is being portrayed negatively and even demonised in the public 
sphere. This is an example of Lo Bianco’s (2009) point of how teachers represent or 
advocate for the other of the target language culture.  
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As language teachers of Indonesian face a prevalence of negative media images of the 
target language, culture and country, it is natural for them to try to counter such negative 
and essentialised views by advocating for the other. This is, in part, what thirding seeks to 
do. However, advocating for the other needs to be done sensitively and carefully, to avoid 
the risks of reinforcing binary opposed positions and the essentialised views of self and 
other. For thirding to be practiced in the classroom, the onus is on teachers to mediate 
representations of otherness as they engage students dialogically. At times, it may be a fine 
distinction between mediating and advocating. What thirding seeks to achieve is a focus on 
self-reflexivity and outsidedness so that elements of otherness can be seen within the self. 
This seeks to overcome the essentialised binary opposition and separation of self and other 
that can be conflated as right and wrong or good and bad. In the context of learning 
Indonesian in Australia, students generally have very little exposure to Indonesian 
otherness and to the voices of the cultural other. As data from student participants in this 
research demonstrate, voices of the cultural other struggle to compete with the dominant 
voices of the Australian collective self that position the Indonesian other as inferior and as 
a threat. With voices of the cultural other reduced to whispers against the overwhelming 
noise of the collective cultural self, learning Indonesian in Australia has been diminishing 
in popularity in recent times (Hill 2012; Kohler & Mahnken 2010).  
 
10.4  A Pedagogy of Experiential Thirding 
 
Consistent with postcolonial thinking that challenges hegemonic ethnocentrism and 
unexamined romanticised notions of the other, I share Spivak’s call for critical engagement 
through social interaction (Andreotti 2011; Spivak 2004). A pedagogy of thirding, as 
proposed in this thesis, is the pursuit of building capabilities that enables students to do 
acts of value. Since thirding involves dialogism and is primarily interactional, it is not 
about pursuing a fixed state of achievement, but about ways of being and becoming. In line 
with a Capability Approach, a pedagogy of experiential thirding seeks to develop 
individual students to be able to interact purposefully and constructively with the infinite 
other. This approach is intended to be part of L2 teaching and learning, not to be separate 
from it. In fact, a pedagogy of experiential thirding assumes language is a necessary 
dimension of interaction with the other, and is developed here specifically in the context of 
L2 teaching and learning. Dialogism and practices consistent with thirding are recognised 
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as necessary dimensions of the emerging intercultural language teaching and learning 
approach (Crozet, Liddicoat & Lo Bianco 1999; Liddicoat & Kohler 2012; Liddicoat & 
Scarino 2013; Lo Bianco, Liddicoat & Crozet 1999). The pedagogy of experiential 
thirding, as presented here, is grounded in social interaction and resonates with Dewey’s 
well-established notion of experiential learning. The approach of experiential thirding I 
outline below contains four key dimensions, which are: linguistic, intellectual, spatial and 
affective. 
 
10.4.1 Linguistic Dimension 
Proficiency in the national language of a country like Indonesia should be regarded as 
necessary to achieve a deep understanding of that country and to operate there effectively 
at a professional level. Lack of language proficiency severely restricts one’s capabilities 
and access, and limits one’s ability to understand many cultural norms, opinions and 
attitudes.  
The capacity for Australians to build deeper ties with Asia will be hampered if there is not an 
increase in proficiency of languages other than English. Relying on the language capabilities of 
Asian-Australians for all of Australia’s relationships and engagement will not be adequate. 
Proficiency in more than one language is a basic skill of the 21st century. (Australian Government 
2012:170) 
 
The linguistic dimension of language teaching pedagogy continues to be open to 
interpretation. The progression of different approaches over time in L2 acquisition 
demonstrates a shifting focus in the aims of L2 teaching. As a learner of Indonesian in 
school and university in the 1970s and early 1980s in Australia, the main approach I 
experienced was the Grammar Translation Approach, although elements of other 
approaches were also used. From a student’s perspective, my main experience of language 
teaching was represented by a focus on receptive skills of reading comprehension and 
analysing grammar, done predominantly through the medium of English. This approach is 
effective for building vocabulary but ironically not necessarily effective for developing 
grammatical competency, particularly when it comes to applying it. The focus is on the 
receptive skills of recognition of vocabulary and grammatical structures that are necessary 
for reading comprehension. However, these receptive skills are not necessarily transferable 
to active language production.  
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Presentation of the target language and culture, through written texts, tends to project the 
other as static, which, in Liddicoat’s (2002) terms, projects a static view of culture. 
Moreover, merely translating the target language into one’s first language, as opposed to 
active production of the target language, risks conveying a sense of inferiority of the target 
language compared to the superior position of the student’s first language. As a young 
student and member of a language class, I still recall our reaction, of viewing aspects of 
Indonesian language as absurd, because we were seeing it through the prism of English 
language. I cannot recall this reaction being countered by our language teachers; rather, 
they tended to reinforce a view of Indonesian language and culture as bizarre. This is an 
example of how L2 teaching and learning can reinforce ethnocentrism, rather than 
challenge it. 
 
As a student, I also experienced a little of the Communicative Approach but I am more 
familiar with the Communicative Approach from the perspective of a language teacher. As 
a major shift in focus, the Communicative Approach promotes exclusive use of the target 
language in class with an emphasis on speaking and listening skills. In theory, an emphasis 
on speaking and listening is more conducive to dialogism through the eventfulness of 
social interaction, as being inherently spontaneous. However, The Communicative 
Approach also has shortcomings. One of the unresolved issues that relates to the 
Communicative Approach is an emphasis on the dichotomy between native and non-native 
speakers. The Communicative Approach assumes the goal of the language learner will be 
to mimic the native speaker and to become native-speaker-like. This reinforces a dialectic 
view of binary opposites and assumes that the non-native speaker should aim to be just like 
the native speaker, in language use, behaviour and cultural orientation. It thus emphasises 
differences between self and other, and therefore risks reinforcing a dialectic outlook and 
the practice of othering.   
 
The emerging pedagogy of Intercultural Language Teaching and Learning offers some 
progression from these two traditional approaches. Consistent with the Communicative 
Approach, it emphasises that language learners ought to be capable as socially interactive 
language users. It also recognises that language learners ought to recognise and accept the 
other, yet not deny the self, thereby proposing a third space of intercultural contact. This is 
consistent with the notion of in-between-ness where interaction between self and other is 
dialogic rather than dialectic. This acknowledgement of in-between-ness is a significant 
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step forward that is the very essence of thirding. Yet in the realms of language teaching 
pedagogy, third space is often misunderstood. There remains a perception that an 
intercultural third space is negotiated to a point of closure in which individuals ‘cherry 
pick’ aspects of different cultures and create an amalgam of cultural norms, which then 
becomes an entrenched part of their identity and how they interact with the other. While 
this may be true in part, it is certainly not the pedagogical aim of Intercultural Language 
Teaching and Learning, which is based on a post-structuralist understanding of identity, as 
multiple, fluid and unfixed. To claim an identity position as being a fixed and closed 
product is to misunderstand the dynamic and dialogic nature of intercultural third spaces. 
One does not create, own and occupy a third space but co-creates, negotiates and 
temporarily shares a third space with the other, in the moment of the event of social 
interaction. The momentary third space disappears when the interactional event ends.      
 
To avoid confusion about intercultural third space, I adopt the term thirding, which helps 
emphasise the dynamic and relational dimensions of intercultural interaction. Thirding 
cannot achieve a fixed, closed state. It is about being and becoming through dialogic 
interaction with the other. As outlined in Chapter 8, the other is recognised as infinite, so 
meeting the other in interaction leads to an unpredictable and unfinalisable event, as 
Bakhtin describes (Morson & Emerson 1990). It is this eventfulness that is especially 
apparent in social interaction. No matter how much we may plan or script a conversation 
beforehand, when we come face-to-face with the other, the eventfulness of the moment 
results in unexpected dimensions of interaction. This is a dimension of language use that is 
not fully recognised in ‘traditional’ approaches to language teaching, where the assumption 
is that learners can be prepared in a predictive manner how to respond to the other. It is 
often assumed that the native-speaking other can be essentialised or reduced, to be 
represented by a predictable array of prompts and responses and that these can be learned, 
almost rote-learned. Such a reductionist approach reflects a mindset that is dialectic in 
nature rather than dialogic. It presumes to know the other as a finite entity, as if to pre-
emptively speak for the other, rather than being responsive to the infinite other and 
acquiring understanding in the unpredictable moment.  
 
Whilst being critical of the assumptions underpinning the Communicative Approach, there 
is a role for preparatory learning and to develop predictive skills for interaction in language 
learning. In fact, there is merit in each approach to L2 acquisition, to achieve particular 
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outcomes. A combination of elements of different approaches may be a practical way to 
provide a balance of language skill development in students. At the same time however, 
there also needs to be attention to develop students’ capabilities to respond dialogically, in 
an exploratory or open manner, rather than merely relying on pre-learned responses that 
tend to be dialectically static in nature and grounded in assumptions that essentialise the 
other. It is a matter of balancing different approaches to language teaching that reflects an 
emphasis on knowledge of the collective other with the need to get to know the individual 
other through direct interaction.  
 
Whilst traditional approaches to language teaching and associated strategies tend to be very 
effective in achieving specific linguistic competencies, language educators need to extend 
beyond the paradigm of prescribed, measurable competencies to the more generative realm 
of building capabilities. In order to develop competencies and abilities across the four key 
traditional language skill areas of reading, writing, speaking and listening, it is common 
practice to employ an eclectic range of language learning activities and exercises that are 
inspired by different approaches to language teaching. A flexible and eclectic approach to 
teaching can be a useful way to employ a Capability Approach where education responds 
to the background and aspirations of students. Accordingly, suitable activities to develop 
linguistic skills vary with the educational setting, and the background and characteristics of 
students. The approach of experiential thirding is open to a range of activities to develop 
linguistic skills, recognising that different approaches bring different strengths and suit 
different students. However, activities need to be implemented carefully to promote 
dialogism rather than dialectic logic and to counter ethnocentric superiority, whilst 
promoting logic of equality. In all aspects of L2 teaching and learning, there needs to be a 
conscious effort and continual modelling from the teacher to mediate images of the 
collective self and other, and to continually infuse strategies of thirding into their teaching 
to enable language learners to engage the other in a dialogic manner.        
                                  
 10.4.2 A Spatial Dimension 
The transformative potential of an in-country study experience is described in Chapter 9. 
Consistent with Dewey’s notion of experiential learning, an in-country experience provides 
potential for open-ended social interactions between individual students and a social 
environment where there is a group or collective meaning and value system (Wojcikiewicz 
& Mural 2010). Dewey’s notion of the unfinalized and open-ended nature of social 
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interaction that contributes to cumulative experiential learning resonates with language 
learners’ experiences during in-country study programs. Cushner (2004) argues that in-
country intercultural experiences are critical because they are affective and personal, and 
involve meaningful and in-depth social interactions that enables the self to link cognition 
with encounters in a holistic and embodied manner. A sustained and varied interactional 
experience with the other challenges the self to become more dialogically self-reflexive 
and to experience what Bakhtin refers to as outsidedness, that is, to see the self through the 
eyes of the other. Outsidedness makes it possible not only to view the individual self, but 
also to view the collective self, as a cultural group. In the data of this research, it is evident 
that students develop an appreciation of how they may be perceived by the other, as an 
Australian or as a Westerner. As a result of outsidedness and reflexivity, the individual can 
come to critically differentiate the individual self from the collective self. Outsidedness is a 
necessary aspect of thirding, where the self dialogically engages the other to enact a spatial 
dimension of in-between-ness. It is this spatial experience of in-between-ness that is 
transformative and has the potential to overcome the dialectic logic of binary oppositions 
that is typified by essentialised stereotypes.  
 
Whilst thirding can be explicitly and implicitly addressed in classroom activities during in-
country programs, it is outside the classroom where most of the generative interactions 
take place that lead the self to engage in these transformative experiences. This is a major 
reason why an in-country study experience can be profoundly transformational. Social 
interaction is an integral, yet often informal, component of the in-country study experience, 
where many of the more profound experiences and realisations occur through social 
interaction in more natural non-classroom settings. However, it ought not be assumed that 
this happens without planning. These experiences follow on from the broader pedagogical 
theory associated with experiential learning and are enabled by the in-country setting. How 
students participate in social interaction needs to be nurtured through educative guidance 
that demonstrates and models practices of thirding.  
 
One approach in providing educative guidance to benefit from social interaction during in-
country study programs is by teaching students to become ethnographers, as proposed and 
trailed by Roberts et al (2001) in the context of one-year study abroad and Jackson (2006, 
2008) in 5 week short-term study programs. For both of these programs, pre-departure 
training in ethnography was carried out, specific tasks were set during the in-country stay 
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and follow-up work took place upon returning to their home institute, to promote greater 
self-reflexivity. Through pre-departure preparation, Roberts et al (2001) sought to equip 
students to carry out ethnographic study, in the form of participant observation and 
ethnographic interviews. This, they argue, enables students to engage, as a whole person, 
in formative intercultural experiences that involve fundamental issues of identity and 
promotes self-reflexivity. Jackson (2006) advocates similar pre-departure preparation. She 
proposes that ethnographic fieldwork enables students to observe and analyse behaviours 
and discourses and to engage others in purposeful and deep conversations that necessarily 
include spontaneous dimensions. She also emphasises the importance of students reflecting 
on their time abroad after returning home, to enable greater self-reflexivity, claiming it can 
lead to more positive and lasting effects. Despite these effective, well-designed 
approaches, limitations are also identified. Jackson (2008) recognises that a period of 
residence in a host culture will not necessarily transform all students to enable them to 
become ‘intercultural’, irrespective of the duration of the stay. Similarly, Roberts et al 
(2001) recognises that some individuals are less open, less curious and less empathetic, and 
that people cannot necessarily be ‘changed’, but that where such traits exist in an 
individual, they can be readily developed through ethnographic intercultural learning.         
 
However, an in-country study experience is more likely to be a richer experience in terms 
of providing a greater breadth and depth of social interactional experiences than merely 
visiting the country as a tourist or a traveller. Lecturer participants in this research suggest 
richer and more transformative effects from an in-country study experience, as opposed to 
the experiences of their students who go to Indonesia as visitors, travellers or tourists. 
There are some key points of differentiation between in-country study and merely spending 
time in the country. A key difference is the nature of social interaction. Brian, a lecturer of 
Indonesian who is not directly involved with in-country programs, suggests that travellers 
remain primarily in the role of observers, whereas students undertaking formal study 
become more active participants in social interaction. Travellers tend to spend less time in 
one place, so may not typically develop the same depth of relationships as students during 
an in-country study program. It is also worth considering that Indonesian communities, or 
people within them, may view foreign students more positively than they do foreign 
tourists, and may view foreign students who specifically learn Indonesian language even 
more positively. Taking an Indonesian in-country study program is also typically a deeply 
engaging experience where Australian students are treated as part of the university 
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community and provided many opportunities to engage in experiential learning beyond the 
classroom setting. As a result, Australian students studying in Indonesia often develop 
purposeful relationships that may involve their study or extend to broader common 
interests. Some in-country Indonesian language programs assign local students as 
individual mentors for foreign students. Mentors can provide informal personalised 
assistance and a broad range of individually-tailored opportunities for experiential 
learning. 
 
Another key difference between a tourist and student experience, is that language students 
are, at least in part, prepared for the purposeful social interactions they will experience 
during their time in-country, including modelling the practice of thirding. Purposeful and 
targeted pre-departure preparation is well demonstrated by an ethnographic approach, as 
outlined by Roberts et al (2001) and Jackson (2006, 2008). Moreover, as part of an in-
country program, there are greater opportunities for student reflection, for example when 
excursions or activities are reviewed in class discussion. There is also scope to discuss 
incidental experiences and observations in and outside class, thereby adding depth to 
reflection on personal experiences where interpretations of classmates and teachers 
broaden and deepen the student’s understanding. These are some of the key aspects that 
generally make an in-country study program a richer and more in-depth learning 
experience, as opposed to the experiences of travellers or tourists.   
 
This is not to discount the potential benefits that tourist experiences may offer. If, as 
argued by Phipps (2007), one undertakes tourism with a mindset to engage in social 
interaction as a language user in what she refers to as ‘languaging’, then positive results of 
operating in intercultural spaces are possible, similar to that experienced by L2 learners in 
an in-country study experience. However, in the absence of a well-designed program and 
educative guidance, the results of a ‘tourist experience’ are likely to be far more variable 
and less reliable than those of in-country study. Cushner (2004) argues that cross-cultural 
experiential learning such as an in-country language program involves purposeful planning 
and is reflected upon, which he differentiates from simple cross-cultural encounters that 
arise from tourist experiences, where there is no way of ensuring meaningful analysis or 
reflexive thinking. 
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However, not every student who undertakes in-country study will necessarily have the 
types of transformational experiences mentioned above. An individual’s characteristics, 
background, world-view and attitudes will shape his/her in-country experience. Some 
individuals will be less open-minded than others and may be influenced by prejudices 
including racist and xenophobic attitudes that reflect enculturation originating from their 
family or community. Such individuals may sub-consciously ‘protect’ the self as a ‘closed’ 
entity, not to be compromised by otherness. We can never truly know or predict how 
individuals will react in the spontaneous moment of an event. In line with Bakhtin’s notion 
of eventfulness, the phenomenon of dialogic interaction will often play out in 
unpredictable ways. The unpredictability of the infinite other, as outlined in Chapter 8, also 
applies to the self, which in dialogical terms is also of infinite potential in relation to the 
other. The transformative potential of in-country study that is rich in dialogic social 
interaction will challenge the self in unpredictable ways and with generative effects. Social 
interaction and direct experience with the other has the potential to open one’s mind, as the 
self develops a greater appreciation of shared human qualities with the other. There is a 
spatial dimension in crossing cultural boundaries through social interaction, where the self 
is challenged to re-examine the ‘legitimacy’ of cultural boundaries and compelled to 
renegotiate where those boundaries lie and what they really mean for self and other. This is 
perhaps the greatest value of in-country study’s experiential learning. 
 
10.4.3 An Intellectual Dimension 
Although it is commonly assumed that an intellectual dimension permeates all facets of 
learning, how this takes place is not always clear. From the perspective of the experiential 
thirding approach, an intellectual dimension has overlap with linguistic and spatial 
dimensions in particular, but is primarily related to knowledge, including that beyond the 
linguistic. An intellectual dimension is evident in areas of language learning such as 
acquiring vocabulary, remembering grammatical rules and functions, and identifying 
patterns in morphology and syntax. In the cultural arena, the intellectual dimension relates 
to knowledge about the country and its people, its geography, its history, its food, arts, 
music and literature and their perceived significance, common views and beliefs associated 
with different religions and religious organisations, and almost any aspect involving ‘facts 
and figures’. This type of artefact, informational and institutional knowledge is often 
referred to as cultural knowledge and is consistent with what Liddicoat (2002) refers to as 
a static notion of culture.  
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However, an intellectual dimension also contributes to understanding what Liddicoat 
(2002) refers to as a dynamic notion of culture, enabling learners to appreciate the 
dynamics of intercultural interaction and the respective performances of interlocutors. An 
intellectual dimension is evident in reflexive acts of self, including differentiating the 
individual from the collective self. The practice of thirding has a prominent intellectual 
dimension that involves critical thinking and analytical skills, where the other is 
conceptualised in relation to the self dialogically rather than dialectically. In order to 
engage in the practice of thirding, the self has to counter the practice of othering in which 
he/she has been socialised. It is an intellectual endeavour to engage in the relational 
practice of thirding and to view the other as equal yet different.        
 
The way knowledge and experience is described by Hill (2012) and the White Paper 
predominantly relates to intellectual dimensions. What they refer to as being ‘work-place 
ready in Asia-related capabilities’ is predominantly knowledge-based but also experiential 
in nature. The ambitious objectives set by the ‘Asian Century’ White Paper for more 
Australians to achieve a “deep experience in and knowledge of Asia” (Australian 
Government 2012:179) can, in part, be met by in-country study opportunities. Hill (2012) 
suggests that, in order to achieve the depth of knowledge and experience required to 
operate at a professional level, as the White Paper proposes, long-term in-country study is 
generally necessary. 
In certain areas, such as defence, security and intelligence, Indonesian language skills are 
particularly sought after, and demand may exceed supply for those graduates with particularly 
high-level Indonesian language skills, extensive experience of Indonesian society, and specialist 
expertise across the range of fields relevant to Australia’s political, economic, environmental, and 
cultural future. To produce such graduates, extended periods of “in-country” study of one or two 
semesters is generally required to enable students to achieve the desired levels of language and 
cultural competence. (Hill 2012: 27—28) 
 
In-country study is a vital part of the experiential thirding approach. I also argue that in-
country study should be preceded and followed by language learning in the student’s home 
country, to maximise the potential of the intellectual dimension. Language learning in the 
student’s home country, after in-country study, draws on the transformative effects of in-
country study to enable learners to make further gains through subsequent self-reflexivity 
of one’s individual and collective cultural background, whilst still studying the target 
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language and culture. Data from follow-up interviews with students after one semester 
back in Australia after in-country study suggests that the transformative effects of in-
country study are enduring, but not static. For example, students increasingly recognise 
that they themselves are more self-reflexive and view their own background culture in 
Australia more critically. 
 
The pedagogy of experiential thirding, envisaged here, consists of a combination of 
classroom language learning in the student’s home country, with an in-country study 
experience. In both settings, a pedagogy of thirding that reflects an intellectual dimension 
is to be practiced. The most effective approach would seem to be an initial period of 
language study in Australia, followed by an in-country study experience. From a 
communicatively pragmatic viewpoint, two years of university language learning in 
Australia, or the equivalent, prior to in-country study should generally enable Australian 
students to interact socially at a basic functional level when they arrive in Indonesia. 
Knowledge from formal language learning in Australia prior to an in-country study 
experience is likely to provide students with some well-founded and nuanced reference-
points of the infinite other. It is important that students be equipped with these intellectual 
and linguistic dimensions before they experience the intensity of daily social interactions in 
Indonesia, which can be confronting and overwhelming. If Australian students commence 
their language learning in an in-country study program, they will have less of an 
intellectual basis to draw from, and at least initially will be more reliant on general 
knowledge shaped by Australian society, including the Australian media. In that case, their 
understandings and imaginings of the cultural other are more likely to be represented by 
stereotypes that have not been critically interrogated, and therefore lack intellectual 
integrity.    
 
Exposure to language classes where thirding is practiced increases the likelihood that 
students develop tolerance of ambiguity, along with a nuanced sense of the cultural other. 
Such awareness will generally help students appreciate that the cultural other should not be 
over-simplified to a limited set of categories, characteristics and artefacts. If initial 
language learning includes a pedagogy of thirding, students are more likely to be better 
equipped to act ethically in intercultural interaction, and better able to recognise 
differences of the other as equal rather than as inferior or superior. This highlights the 
important role of language teachers in mediating language learners’ understandings and 
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imaginings of otherness. It is through dialogism and exposure to, and consideration of, 
alternative viewpoints that learners’ imaginings, assumptions and viewpoints are 
presented, critically appraised, negotiated and continually reshaped. An important role of 
the language educator is to sensitively mediate this process.   
 
10.4.4 Affective Dimension 
Although thirding is described earlier as requiring an intellectual dimension, it also has an 
emotional affective dimension. The capacity to empathise with the other requires more 
than merely knowing about the other in an intellectual sense. It also requires an affective 
dimension, which has an abstract yet deeper relational basis that enables the self to imagine 
how the other feels. This compels the self to respond to the other, which can thus be seen 
as an ethical act of value. The proposed pedagogy of experiential thirding seeks to develop 
L2 learners as capable of ethical acts of value towards the other. It seeks to recognise and 
understand difference, not necessarily to resolve differences but to accept that there will 
remain unresolved differences between the self and other. Despite the realisation of 
unresolved differences, this approach aims to promote equality between self and other, 
which can only be established and maintained dialogically. It seeks to disrupt the 
ethnocentric assumptions of dialectic logic where binaries of self and other are 
stereotypically represented as superior and inferior.      
   
A pedagogy of experiential thirding for language teaching very much involves the 
performative. In the language classroom some students can be quiet and appear to favour 
receptive learning, being shy or embarrassed to talk in front of their peers. The fear of 
making mistakes in language classes is a powerful disincentive for many students to speak, 
while for other students there is simply a reluctance to say too much for fear of how 
classmates may view them. However we look at it, the classroom is a contrived setting and 
there is a constant challenge for teachers and educators to create a learning environment 
where students can feel free to express themselves. Some students are socially conditioned 
through their schooling experiences to be receptive learners in the classroom. Students 
commonly become more engaged in experiential learning outside the classroom where 
they become more emotionally engaged and relate differently in a more relaxed 
environment, particularly if engaging others their own age, rather than teachers or 
lecturers. Out-of-class activities, as prominent during in-country study, provide a dramatic 
change in social dynamics for learners and elicit a broader range of emotional responses. 
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During in-country study, students often gain enormous confidence as they expand their 
range of social interactions. It is through directly interacting with the other in realistic 
situations that language learners feel the genuine need to communicate. This 
communicative need can overcome shyness associated with the classroom dynamic, and in 
one-on-one interactions outside class, learners may feel that they are less scrutinised than 
in class. The sense of achievement of being able to communicate in another language in 
real life situations is very rewarding and for many learners gives them a sense of greater 
connectedness with native speakers. It this direct interaction in engaging the other in 
everyday situations to achieve real-life outcomes such as eating in restaurants or food 
stalls, getting a haircut, being transported from one place to another and buying items for 
immediate use that is an embodying experience. It is doing a range of things to meet their 
physical and emotional needs that enables learners to have an embodied experience. Where 
these things are done using the target language, learners can associate sensory experiences 
with language an as affective dimension. After returning from an extended stint in 
Indonesia, one student participant tells of how, when back in Australia, if she is having a 
bad day she visits an Indonesian restaurant to make herself feel better. She explains how 
the affective sensory experience of hearing people chatting in Indonesian, tasting 
Indonesian food or coffee and of smelling Indonesian clove cigarettes positively 
transforms her mood and elicits fond memories of her time in Indonesia. She feels an 
emotional connection with the other that either liberates her from her Australian collective 
self or from her sense of displacement that she feels in Australian society, since returning 
from Indonesia.       
            
Most student participants in this study who have spent time in Indonesia express a sense of 
freedom that they feel there. Some participants comment that they regard the Australian 
social environment more restrictive whereas they feel accepted and welcomed in 
Indonesia. It is this affective dimension of a sense of freedom and acceptance that they 
associate with Indonesian social interaction that enables them to accept others and to be 
more tolerant of difference. Their experience of social interaction in Indonesia is 
conducive to, and has directly involved the practice of thirding. Intercultural experience 
positively transforms students and is reflected by a sense of wellbeing and happiness that 
results from their experiences, which resurface in future social interactions or in 
anticipation of such encounters.    
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10.5 Worldmindedness as a Capability  
 
Changes in students’ outlook and attitude as outlined above are consistent with Lo 
Bianco’s (2009) call for critical worldmindedness. He articulates a vision of language 
learners acquiring a curiosity towards difference and a broad set of generalisations that can 
be applied to unfamiliar otherness. Lo Bianco envisages language learners’ capacity of 
worldmindedness as developing a logic and outlook that enables them to view unfamiliar 
otherness with an open mind and equips them to engage with unfamiliar otherness. For 
example, if Australian learners of Indonesian develop worldmindedness they should 
develop a generic curiosity, tolerance and openness towards otherness that enables them to 
more readily engage with unfamiliar cultural otherness from other countries such as Japan 
or Korea, rather than merely reverting to oversimplified and stereotypical notions of the 
other, in a repressive manner. Critical worldmindedness is evident where individuals have 
developed general principles relating to culture, identity and communication that equip 
them to critique stereotypical, essentialised representations of otherness, and to be open to 
unfamiliar otherness.  
 
Lo Bianco (2009) believes that critical worldmindedness requires a cross-curriculum 
approach where language awareness and culture are taught as general notions, rather than 
being limited to the culture of the target language, as typically occurs in L2 programs. As 
noted earlier, the new national curriculum in Australia proposes a step in that direction 
with a cross-curriculum approach to Asia-relevant capabilities. Recent thinking about 
intercultural language teaching proposes a shift away from the classroom immersive nature 
of the Communicative Approach, which prescribes exclusive use of the target language in 
L2 classes. As a pragmatic practice, use of the students’ primary language of instruction to 
discuss more complex issues of culture, rather than maintaining exclusive use of the target 
language, is common practice in L2 classes in Australian schools and universities. 
 
Lo Bianco’s concept of worldmindedness implies that, as a practice, thirding should be 
transferable between cultural settings. Thirding is transformative, meaning that individuals 
well versed and accepting of the practice ought to remain critical self-reflexive thinkers 
across different settings, not just be able to demonstrate thirding in their language 
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classroom. In fact, if one has adopted the practice of thirding, it ought to be applicable to 
other scenarios and other cultural contexts. 
 
It is beneficial if thirding is practiced in both the target language and the students’ primary 
language of instruction, in order to consistently model self-reflexive critical thinking and 
openness to otherness. Which language is used to practice thirding ought to make little 
difference, although learners may associate the mindset of thirding with learning another 
language and about being intercultural. L2 teachers should provide a consistent model by 
also demonstrating thirding in the prime language of instruction. It is detrimental if 
students assume that thirding is something only to be done when using the target language, 
as they may assume this to mean that thirding is only practiced by the cultural other. This 
risks reinforcing a superior – inferior binary logic in looking at self and other. If necessary, 
issues of greater complexity can be discussed in the students’ primary language of 
instruction, whereas more common or less complex matters can be more readily discussed 
in the target language. However, this too needs to be done carefully, to avoid students 
conflating a binary of complex and simple to self and other, consistent with the notion of 
superior-inferior that is often applied to self and other. Whether using the primary language 
of students or the target language, it is important for educators to carefully monitor speech. 
With this in mind, the use of the both the target language and the students’ primary 
language in the way described above is consistent with Coyle’s (2009) eclectic approach to 
language teaching pedagogy.      
      
Similar to Lo Bianco’s concept of worldmindedness is the concept of international-
mindedness, as prominent in the International Baccalaureate Diploma (IBD) (Doherty & 
Mu 2011). Conducting a case study across three Australian schools that teach the IBD, 
Doherty and Mu’s findings are that teachers’ interpretations of international-mindedness 
are inconsistent and include practices that essentialise and exaggerate cultural differences, 
whilst overlooking common ground. Doherty and Mu (2011) report encountering a 
globally-orientated curriculum based on factual knowledge that tends to highlight 
difference rather than similarity. They suggest this leads to a tendency to conflate nation 
and culture and they find an absence of critical awareness of global relations, which they 
suggest to be a requirement of producing global citizens. Their research shows that some 
teachers find that international-mindedness is achieved not through the curriculum as such 
but vicariously through a cosmopolitan school community. They cite one student in their 
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research who says that he thinks students do not have a good understanding of the world 
around them until they have the opportunity to experience it. This highlights the 
experiential dimension of learning that this thesis identifies through experiential thirding.               
 
In presenting a case for cosmopolitan education, Nussbaum (2002) critiques the process 
through which the cultural collective self assumes its ways and preferences are neutral and 
are the norm. She identifies ignorance as a cause of this kind of irrational logic and 
suggests how such ignorance may be overcome: 
By looking at ourselves through the lens of the other, we come to see what in our practices is local 
and nonessential, what is broadly or deeply shared. Our nation is appallingly ignorant of most of 
the rest of the world. I think this means that it is also, in many crucial ways, ignorant of itself. 
(Nussbaum 2002:11) 
Although Nussbaum’s above critique was made in relation to the United States, I argue it is 
similarly applicable to the Australian context. Nussbaum’s work is consistent with key 
aspects of Bakhtian thinking such as relationality and dialogism, where the self can only 
define itself through dialogic interaction with others (Bakhtin 1981). This is also consistent 
with the view of identity as socially constructed (Nieto 2009). Nussbaum refers to an 
ignorance of otherness that results in assumptions of uniformity between cross-cultural 
boundaries of self and other, where difference of otherness is viewed as inferior. Her 
solution is to develop the capability to look at ourselves through the eyes of the other. This 
capability resonates with Bakhtin’s notion of outsidedness and the need for self-reflexivity, 
which I propose as crucial steps in the practices of thirding and in becoming worldminded.        
 
10.6  Perceptions of Indonesian Culture  
 
By returning to the key research questions presented in Chapter 1, I am now in a position 
to sum up this study’s findings and look where they lead us. Three key research questions 
relate to Australian university students as learners of Indonesian; each question will now 
be addressed in turn.  
 
The first research question, which asks how Australian students perceive Indonesian 
culture, is addressed explicitly in Chapter 4. There is found to be an awareness of the 
complexity and diversity of Indonesian culture and of the subtle nuanced nature of culture 
itself. Participants who studied in Indonesia demonstrated a more developed sense of the 
C H A P T E R  T E N  
 261
complexity and variability of cultural traits as well as a strong awareness of cultural 
diversity in Indonesia. This was most evident in the students who had experienced longer 
stints of in-country study.  
 
Cultural diversity in Indonesia was identified by participants in terms of regional identities, 
as represented by regional languages, ethnic groups, different religions and traditional 
practices. Participants who undertook in-country study in Java and Lombok were able to 
reflect on the diversity between different parts of Indonesia, typically comparing Bali as 
being predominantly Hindu and Java and Lombok as predominantly Muslim. However, 
diversity within communities was also noted, where there is religious, ethnic, cultural, 
traditional and socio-economic diversity within cities and the communities where students 
resided.  
 
A depth of critical understanding is also evident when some participants questioned if such 
a thing as Indonesian culture even exists, as they believed regional or local identities to be 
more profoundly influential. Some students articulated Indonesian national identity as an 
imagined community, recognising the notion of an Indonesian national identity as having 
an important political dimension. A comparison is made with Australia, suggesting an 
Australian identity is largely illusionary. Other similarities with the Australian self, 
whether it is singular or collective, are noted in terms of the relational qualities of being 
caring, laid-back, humorous, and valuing family. Student participants reported these traits 
as being prominent in Indonesia but also common in their own society in Australia. Thus, 
students were able to look beyond cultural differences and identify common characteristics 
in the form of human traits. In this way, students were seeing culture as representing 
common relational human traits rather than as merely representing static notions of 
categorical difference through religion, race, ethnic group, artefacts or traditional practices 
and customs. By recognising shared human traits, students are better enabled to view the 
other as equal rather than as inferior. They see an abstract, fluid and dynamic intercultural 
dimension of human nature rather than the static, concrete and essentialised view of 
cultural categories that highlights difference and that can be readily used in a divisive 
manner. Seeing similarities across cultural boundaries in this way suggests that student 
participants were seeing beyond the more obvious cultural differences and that they were 
becoming intercultural. Some student participants had developed a more nuanced 
understanding of the complex notion of culture. Referring to the subtle nature of culture, 
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one student who studied for one year in Indonesia said: “Just because you can’t see it 
doesn’t mean it’s not there.”       
 
10.7  (Inter)acting Interculturally 
 
Beyond perceptions of otherness, a more interesting subsequent dimension of this study is 
how Australian students, as learners of Indonesian, act and interact inter-culturally. This is 
the second key research question. Perceiving and interacting with otherness was found to 
occur most profoundly and prolifically as a result of experiential learning during formal in-
country study in Indonesia.       
 
It is also found that binary opposed images of self and other, as described in Chapter 4, are 
used to shape an understanding of otherness. Conceptualising self and other is further 
explored in Chapters 5 and 6 where it is found that dialogically opposed aspects of self and 
other are used to help shape a sense of self. Data from this research shows students 
dialogically define the other as what the self is not, and similarly define the self as what the 
other is not. This is in contrast to what is noted above, in 10.6, where students recognise 
similarities and shared ground as human traits.  
 
The role of imagination is found to be instrumental in perceiving otherness and is 
examined in detail in Chapters 5 and 6. The dialogical imagination is shown to possess a 
transformative potential to enable outsidedness, that is, to look back at the self and one’s 
own culture (as an individual and as a collective) through the eyes of the other. This equips 
students to practice thirding where they are able to imagine alternative viewpoints, 
attitudes and ways of thinking in intercultural third spaces, as described in Chapter 7. The 
imagination plays an important role in appreciating and anticipating otherness and enables 
worldmindedness (Lo Bianco 2009), where the self develops an understanding of the 
general nature of culture in order to become more receptive to unfamiliar cultures. Students 
in this research showed they are likely to avoid the judgemental and negative practice of 
applying a dialectic oppositional logic of good/bad and right/wrong to self and other, but 
do not always do so.   
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In Chapter 8 it is shown how individual participants shifted between dialogic and dialectic 
responses. Some students engaged in the practice of othering, where imagined otherness 
was used insidiously to perceive the other in a dialectic manner and to apply an 
essentialised, stereotypical view that denies and represses the other. At the same time, 
these students also demonstrated the capacity to engage in the practice of thirding. Such 
contradictory behaviour shows the potential of affective external factors to influence mood 
and emotions and shows how, at times, an individual self can be overwhelmed by the 
infinite call of the other. The impact of affective influences exceeds the individual’s ability 
to respond in a measured and predictable manner. While students may feel cognitively 
aware of what to expect in intercultural encounters, and have experienced a range of social 
interactions, the infinite other and unpredictability of the event of social interaction means 
that they are never totally prepared or know entirely how social interaction will play out. 
This is because it is impossible for the individual to know how the self will respond in the 
unpredictability of the event. This helps explain why the student participants’ responses to 
otherness in social interaction are so variable.            
 
Data also shows that imagination enables participants to selectively reinterpret past 
experiences and reconceptualise experiences into idealised images that can then be 
reshaped to form future aspirations. For some language learners, the imagination compels 
them to seek intercultural engagement as demonstrated by a yearning for escapism and 
freedom. Participants with and without in-country experience demonstrated a desire to 
escape to a more comfortable, freer and attractive intercultural space. One participant 
reported going to an Indonesian restaurant in Australia where the smells and tastes of food, 
coffee and clove cigarettes and overhearing Indonesian social discussions evoked 
memories of being in Indonesia, which gave her a sense of happiness. For others, it was the 
desire to go Indonesia for the first time. In these cases, the power of the imagination 
compelled L2 learners to seek an intercultural space.  
 
The research data demonstrate that students engaged in the practice of thirding, and were 
able to dialogically consider and negotiate alternative cultural voices, both within the self 
and through social interaction with others, reflecting what Bakhtin refers to as a polyphony 
of voices. As Kostogriz (2002) suggests, in thirding, students do not achieve a resolution of 
differences but learn to come to terms with the existence of contradictions and 
ambivalence. This is found to be the case for student participants in this research who were 
C H A P T E R  T E N  
 264
aware of tensions between the self and other, in terms of different attitudes, views and 
cultural practices. This awareness involves self and other as entities that are both singular 
and plural, where otherness is also attributed to the cultural collective self, as distinct from 
the individual self. Accepting the existence of differences associated with otherness is not 
the same as accepting the differences of otherness as one’s own doctrine. Accepting the 
existence of differences of otherness is an ethical response that acknowledges the other and 
creates an environment where the difference of otherness can be expressed rather than 
repressed. It does not deny the existence of tension nor necessarily seek a resolution 
through compromise but helps create an environment where difference of opinion can be 
expressed and not derided. It recognises that competing or conflicting views can co-exist.   
 
Such a transformational process can be a confronting experience, as the individual self may 
reject elements of the collective self. Some students in this study report having come to 
reject elements of their own culture, such as assumptions and negative stereotypes towards 
the cultural other. For some students, returning to live in Australia had left them with a 
sense of displacement, where their enhanced understanding and appreciation of the cultural 
other, which they felt enriched by, was not understood by their family, friends, peers and 
society. They felt resentful when they heard otherness represented by negative stereotypes 
with racist, superior overtones. In rejecting such sentiments, they were in fact rejecting 
elements of their cultural collective self, as they regarded those elements of the cultural 
collective self as foreign to their new individual self. In this way, individual students are 
able to create unique identity positions in the event of interaction, as they selectively 
accept and reject different cultural elements and voices in order to formulate positions 
composed of unique combinations of cultural perspectives. Indeed, it is only possible to 
truly analyse one’s own culture by comparing it with another culture. This is dialogism at 
work where new and dynamic identity positions are generated.      
 
10.8  Implications of Intercultural Experiences 
 
The third and final research question is to explore the implications of students’ 
intercultural experiences for L2 teaching. For this research, being and becoming 
intercultural, that is being able to operate effectively with an Indonesian other, is typified 
by relations with the other. Participants overwhelmingly saw relations with the other as 
being through social interaction. Students emphasised the importance and eventfulness of 
C H A P T E R  T E N  
 265
face-to-face interaction but also referred to other modes of communication, such as online 
social media, notably Facebook, as well as SMS text messaging. It is relational contact that 
students and lecturer participants cited as being of greatest interest and of greatest 
transformative potential.  
 
The experience of frequent and intense social interactions during in-country study is 
shown to have the greatest transformative effect on students, demonstrated by heightened 
self-reflexivity, openness to otherness and enhanced ability to respond to and negotiate 
otherness. The data also suggests that classroom teaching in Australia does achieve 
transformative outcomes of heightened self-reflexivity and thirding, although it is at a less 
profound level than the results of in-country study. In recognising the transformative 
potential of Indonesian L2 classes in Australian universities, findings of this research are 
consistent with the Indonesian L2 classroom setting described by Liddicoat and Kohler 
(2012). This means that L2 teachers can mediate learners’ intercultural perceptions 
through dialogic in-class discussion to develop critical analysis of perceptions of cultural 
knowledge and an open-ended, unfinalized appreciation of multiple voices and 
interpretations.  
 
With an emphasis on relational aspects of interculturality that emerge from this research, I 
propose the pedagogical approach of experiential thirding, for the context of L2 
acquisition. Developed for the context of teaching Indonesian in Australia, this approach is 
also applicable for the teaching of L2 languages and cultures elsewhere. The approach is 
comprised of two key components: language learning in the student’s own country and in-
country study where the target language is used as the everyday means of communication. 
For the specific context of this research, I argue that initial formal language learning is 
most effectively undertaken in Australia and followed by in-country study in Indonesia, 
which in turn is to be followed by formal language study back in Australia. The approach 
assumes that a pedagogy of thirding is practiced in each setting, including the experiential 
in-country study component. As a whole, I refer to this approach as a pedagogy of 
experiential thirding.  
 
In-country study options for Australian learners of Indonesian have been a long-standing 
offering. However, such in-country programs are only offered by a handful of universities 
and rarely ever as a mandated part of university courses. Whilst there is great enthusiasm 
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among students, educators and teachers about Indonesian in-country study for Australian 
students, based on enriching personal experiences and observations of the success of 
students who have studied in-country, there is no published research that explicitly 
addresses this issue. With the current focus on the ‘Asia Century’ White Paper and 
enthusiasm from both major Australian political parties from opposite sides of the political 
spectrum, it is timely that in-country experiential language learning gains greater attention. 
Also worthy of further attention is the way in which a pedagogy of thirding can be 
developed into a more detailed pedagogical approach. Pairing in-country experiential 
language learning with a pedagogy of thirding leads to the notion of a pedagogy of 
experiential thirding. As the title of this chapter suggests, this research makes an important 




With an increasing focus on the intercultural in the field of L2 acquisition over the past 
decade or so, it is timely to link pedagogical dimensions of experiential learning with 
contemporary issues that emerge from a pursuit of the intercultural, namely othering, self-
reflexivity, outsidedness and transformative practices of dialogism and thirding. The adept 
teaching of Asian languages in Australia offers a decisive way forward to help overcome 
practices of othering including stereotyping, neo-colonial superiority and racist attitudes. A 
pedagogy of experiential thirding is an approach to engage language learners more 
holistically in applying linguistic, intellectual, spatial and affective dimensions and to 
emphasise transformative practices through an experiential in-country study component. 
An in-country study experience is identified in this research as an important part of 
language pedagogy with great transformative potential. In-country language study should 
be recognised not merely as an optional extra but as an integral part of language teaching 
and learning for Australian university students.      
 
Drawing from Dewey’s experiential learning and from Sen and Nussbaum’s Capability 
Approach as a theoretical basis, a pedagogy of experiential thirding offers transformative 
potential and multiple benefits. It seeks to equip students to do valuable acts and enable 
them to find new ways of being, as they engage with the infinite other in the unpredictable 
event of the spontaneous moment. To be capable of interacting with the other in an ethical 
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manner, the self needs to be open and tolerant to alternative views and to respond to the 
other by engaging with otherness in an uncertain space. By engaging otherness in this way, 
students come to recognise common ground between self and other and become more 
aware and accepting of unresolvable differences. Through reflexive thinking, students can 
also attain a better understanding of the cultural complexities of the individual and 
collective selves.  
 
Australian students engaging the Indonesian other can acquire valuable capabilities for 
future economic prosperity, as articulated in the Australia in the Asian Century White 
Paper. At the same time, students can achieve broader valuable capabilities that enable 
them to act more ethically, as they become worldminded, and develop the ability to be 
more open and tolerant of the unfamiliar other. A pedagogy of thirding that starts as 
teacher-student dialogue can quickly expand to student-student dialogue and then beyond 
that to wherever students may take it outside the classroom. This is consistent with what is 
known about the way in which building capabilities to do valuable acts can be developed. 
Valuable acts stemming from a way of being and becoming can contribute to a more 
cohesive community. In the context of a multicultural society such as Australia, and in an 
increasingly globalised world community, acting ethically and inter-culturally are valuable 
acts that need to be more widely acknowledged.       
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